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STOP-OUT FACTORS FOR NONTRADITIONAL STUDENTS IN ONLINE COMPETENCY-
BASED EDUCATION PROGRAMS 
Abstract 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the phenomenon of nontraditional students 
in online competency-based education (CBE) degree programs taking enrollment breaks known 
as “stop-outs” between college semesters or terms. Online programs and CBE programs have 
grown at a pace commensurate with the increased enrollment of working adults or other 
nontraditional college students. At the same time, stop-out and attrition rates for online programs 
and nontraditional students have been significantly higher than for traditional postsecondary 
education models. A review of existing literature exposed a gap in understanding the factors 
related to stop-outs for nontraditional students in online CBE degree programs. The researcher 
applied a theoretical perspective based on the self-determination theory of student persistence to 
add to the body of knowledge about the stop-out phenomenon. The researcher utilized surveys 
and interviews to collect and analyze data from current or former students that stopped out of 
online CBE degree programs to explore the phenomenon from the perspectives of their lived 
experiences. The researcher found that nontraditional stop-outs were influenced by external 
factors more than the online CBE environment.  
KEY WORDS: stop-outs, dropouts, attrition, persistence, nontraditional students, competency-
based education (CBE), self-determination theory of student persistence. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Total enrollment in American colleges and universities equaled 20 million students in 
2015, an increase from 15.9 million in 2001, and future enrollment was projected to reach 22.6 
million by 2026 in a study conducted by Hussar and Baily (2018). According to Grawe (2019), 
traditional college students will represent a shrinking percentage of total enrollment after 2025 
because fertility rates in America declined after the Recession of 2008 producing fewer high 
school graduates than would normally enter college in the mid-2020’s. In the same report, Grawe 
(2019) predicted that an increase in enrollment of nontraditional student populations could offset 
the decline in traditional student enrollment. Nontraditional students are primarily independent 
working adults over the age of 25 compared to traditional students who are 18-24 years old, enter 
college directly after high school, and depend on parents for financial support (Choy, 2002,     
pp. 2-3). A study by Fishman, Ludgate, and Tutak (2017) estimated that students above the age 
of 25 represented 44% of total enrollment in American colleges and universities (p. 2). 
According to Hussar and Baily (2018), enrollment of students older than 25 years of age 
outpaced enrollment of students under 25 between 2001 and 2016 by at least 10% (p. 25). 
Including adult learners and other student demographics associated with nontraditional students, 
New (2014) estimated that 75% of all enrolled college students were nontraditional. 
In response to demand for innovations that could lower college costs and improve access, 
a growing number of institutions have developed online and competency-based education (CBE) 
degree programs that have proven particularly suited to nontraditional students (Fishman, et al., 
2017). According to Poulin and Straut (2016), online education is a form of distance education 
that is conducted over the internet to deliver instruction and provide interaction for students that 
are physically separated from the location of the instructor (p. 7). Fishman et al. (2017) described 
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CBE as programs that award credit to students for demonstration of what they know instead of 
how much time was spent learning the material.  
Studies have shown that traditional higher-education models where students attend 
classes on campus and earn credits based on satisfactory performance over a specified length of 
time presented more challenges and greater risk of failure for the growing number of 
nontraditional students compared to traditional student groups (Atchley et al., 2013). According 
to New (2014), a high percentage of nontraditional students struggled to persist and remain in 
college until they attained their degrees. Prior to dropping out of college permanently, many 
students, identified as stop-outs, leave school with the intention of returning to complete their 
degrees in the near future (Scobey, 2017). Schatzel, Callahan, Scott, and Davis (2011) found that 
at least 21% of nontraditional students in America have stopped out. A 2009 study published by 
Public Agenda found that 36% of stop-outs did not return to school within five years after 
leaving and were re-classified as dropouts or stay-outs contributing to the high attrition rate for 
nontraditional students that fail to persist in college (Johnson, Rochkind, Ott, & DuPont, 2009). 
With the present and projected growth of nontraditional student enrollment and online CBE 
programs, higher education leaders and policy makers need a better understanding of the factors 
that contribute to students stopping-out and becoming part of the high attrition rates among 
nontraditional online CBE students. 
This chapter provides an overview of the study, including the statement of the problem, 
purpose of the study, the research questions, the conceptual or theoretical framework utilized for 
the study, assumptions and limitations of the study, significance of the study, definitions of key 
terms used in the study, and concluding thoughts with a look forward to succeeding chapters of 
the study. 
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Statement of the Problem 
The problem investigated in this study was the phenomenon of stop-outs among 
nontraditional students in online CBE degree programs at regionally accredited universities. 
Stop-outs represent a major portion of the dropout population that threatens higher education, 
society, and the economy in America (Freedman, 2014). Existing literature examines persistence 
problems among online students and traditional students (Atchley et al., 2013; Tinto, 2006), but 
little research can be found that focuses on stop-outs among nontraditional students in online 
CBE degree programs.  
Successful higher-education experiences that reduce stop-outs for nontraditional students 
may require innovative nontraditional approaches to learning (Fishman et al., 2017). According 
to Gardner (2019), working adults with obligations to employers and families may perform better 
in learning environments with more affordable, flexible, and accessible options. In response to 
the needs of nontraditional students, more institutions have developed online and CBE degree 
programs (Erisman & Steele, 2015, p. 39). According to Fain (2019), nearly 500 colleges and 
universities reported in 2018 that they have already launched CBE programs or have reached 
various stages of CBE program development for their institutions. The Competency-Based 
Education Network (C-BEN) was organized in 2013 and became a free-standing nonprofit group 
four years later (C-BEN, 2019). More than 90 colleges, universities, and education systems had 
joined the network by 2019 (C-BEN, 2019). According to Kelchen (2016), the purpose of C-
BEN is the collaboration and study of efforts to develop high quality CBE programs.  
Studies have found that stop-out rates for online programs were higher than stop-out rates 
for on-campus programs (Heiman, 2010). According to Tinto (2016), higher education leaders 
must recognize and reverse the negative impact of stop-outs and on the transforming mission of 
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higher education. It is important to understand the trend lines of retention and persistence and the 
factors that lead to stop-outs, and with that understanding, to reduce the percentage of students 
that fail to thrive in online CBE programs. 
Purpose of Study 
The purpose of this study was to examine factors associated with stop-outs involving 
nontraditional students in online CBE degree programs at regionally accredited colleges and 
universities to identify commonalities in the reasoning of stop-outs by exploring their lived 
experiences. With the growing enrollment in online courses and programs, the dropout rate for 
online courses has continued to increase (Park & Choi, 2009). At colleges and universities 
offering online CBE programs, it is important to understand what factors predict or encourage 
high stop-out rates. In partnership with John Wiley & Sons, Inc., Western Governors University 
(WGU), one of the largest online CBE schools in America, published the peer reviewed Journal 
of Competency Based Education and operates the website CBEInfo.org. According to Marcus 
(2017), WGU collaborates with Harvard, Stanford, Carnegie Mellon, the University of Chicago, 
and many other universities, colleges, companies, and organizations interested in CBE 
advancement to share experiences, research, and strategies that improve the CBE landscape. This 
study explored the lived experiences of stop-outs to increase understanding of the factors that 
contribute to the phenomenon of stop-outs among nontraditional online CBE students. 
Research Question 
Current data available from research indicates that nontraditional students entering 
college as first-time enrollees represent the largest risk group for failure or stop-out (Fishman et 
al., 2017). According to New (2014), one third of adult students that stop out but return to 
college eventually become dropouts. The problem of practice for this study indicated that the 
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population of stop-outs should be further explored to identify the most common risk factors of 
the phenomenon by investigating this research question:  
What role do nontraditional student demographics, the online learning environment, 
and/or the CBE learning model have in the decisions of nontraditional students to stop 
out of their degree programs? 
Conceptual Framework 
The theoretical perspective framing this study was the self-determination theory of 
student persistence described by Kinsey (2017). Chen and Jang (2010) designed a study based on 
the long-established three motivational concepts of self-determination theory (SDT)—
competence, autonomy, relatedness—to investigate student performance and persistence towards 
completion of online college courses. According to Ryan and Deci’s (2000) SDT motivational 
theory, competence refers to self-efficacy or the ability or skill to succeed; autonomy refers to 
the feeling of freedom or volition; and relatedness refers to the feeling of belonging, affection, or 
connection to others (pp. 64-65). The study by Chen and Jang (2010) found that students in 
online environments persisted when their basic needs for self-determination had been met. The 
themes that emerged from existing literature agree that persistence is related to student 
involvement or interaction in college, and many factors cited in previous studies for stop-out 
among online or older nontraditional students indicated the importance of motivational 
influences (Park & Choi, 2009, p. 215). The researcher contended that the self-determination 
theory of student persistence applied to online CBE nontraditional students was a proper 
conceptual framework through which to explore the lived experiences of stop-outs for this study. 
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Assumptions, Limitations, and Scope 
The researcher held some assumptions about the study prior to conducting research. First, 
it was assumed that nontraditional students or working adults in online CBE degree programs fail 
to persist in college and stop out for reasons atypical for traditional students in similar programs 
if traditional students are enrolled in such programs. The researcher assumed that former students 
from online CBE degree programs would be identifiable. When contacted as potential 
participants in the study, the researcher assumed the former students would willingly offer 
candid, fair, and transparent responses that would aid in the development of data useful for 
drawing conclusions about the key factors contributing to their decisions to stop out. 
Additionally, the researcher assumed that leaders in higher education institutions that offer 
online CBE degree programs would not encourage and support research to identify factors that 
contribute to the phenomenon of stop-outs by providing access to former students that fit the 
criteria for the study. To ensure access to former students, the researcher designed the study to 
collect data from qualified participants recruited through social media networks not owned or 
managed by any college or university. 
The relatively small number of established online CBE degree programs offered by 
regionally accredited colleges and universities in America presented a limited opportunity for 
sampling. With a limited sample, the scope of the study was not likely to be generalizable or 
transferrable (Creswell, 2013, p. 157). Data collected from a small sample of participants could 
limit the trustworthiness of the results and conclusions from this study for broader application, 
but the study could provide a basis for further research.  
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Significance of Study 
This study is significant because it adds new insights and understanding of the factors 
that contribute to the phenomenon of nontraditional student stop-outs from online CBE degree 
programs at regionally accredited colleges and universities. Understanding why students enroll in 
online CBE programs but fail to perform well academically or continue their enrollment 
uninterrupted until they earn their degree is the essential predecessor to implementing changes 
that will solve the problem of stop-outs (Schatzel et al., 2011. p. 57). While retention and 
persistence are important performance metrics for all colleges and universities, they are 
especially significant for schools that offer online or CBE degree programs because these 
innovative approaches, while gaining more acceptance, currently face significant skepticism and 
resistance compared to traditional higher education models (Gardner, 2019). As pressure mounts 
from the public and policy makers, understanding of trends and factors for stop-outs and 
persistence at colleges and universities that offer online CBE degree programs bears growing 
significance and urgency for the future of higher education in America (Tinto, 2016). 
Definition of Terms 
Terms used in this study may be unique to the topic or offered with unusual context. 
Following is a listing of intended definitions of key words: 
Attrition. The number or percentage of students that leave college and abandon pursuit 
of a degree. 
Competency-based education (CBE). Education that awards credit for required learning 
based not on seat time or pre-determined pacing but on demonstrated competency. 
Dropout. A student that withdraws from a college or university before earning a 
credential and does not re-enroll at any institution within a period of five years. 
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First-generation student. Students whose parents have never earned a bachelor’s 
degree. 
Nontraditional student. A nontraditional student is one that is over the age of 25, 
working full-time, independent of parental support, a parent, a spouse, or one that entered college 
more than a year after high school. 
Online Learning. Education delivered over the internet or via electronic or telephonic 
means with no in-person or on-campus interaction required between students and instructors 
Persistence. Continued enrollment until degree completion at any college or university.  
Retention. Continued enrollment until degree completion within the same college or 
university.  
Stay-outs. Students that do not re-enroll in college within five years of stopping out. 
Students that stay-out are also considered to be dropouts.  
Stop-outs. Students that stop attending, withdraw from college temporarily, and re-enroll 
within five years. 
Traditional student. Age 18-24, dependent on parental support, and entering college 
directly after completing high school. 
Conclusion 
This study is important because it explored the phenomenon of stop-outs from the 
perspectives of nontraditional online CBE students that have lived through the experience. 
Research has shown that the nontraditional student population is expanding, innovative programs 
that include online CBE degrees are increasing, and stop-outs as a large part of total college 
attrition continue to represent problems for individuals, institutions, society, and the economy 
(Freedman, 2014). This chapter reviewed the phenomenon of stop-outs, the problem addressed in 
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the research question, the purpose of this study, and the scholarly significance of this study, 
including the self-determination theory of student persistence theoretical perspective that framed 
the study.  
Chapter 2 explores existing literature that investigates the phenomenon of stop-outs as 
part of the larger problem of student attrition, the growth of online CBE programs and 
enrollment, and greater insight into the conceptual framework that influenced this study. Chapter 
3 discusses qualitative research methods and the application of methodology in the study of stop-
outs at colleges and universities that offer online CBE degree programs. Chapter 4 offers an 
analysis and results from the data collected during research. The report concludes with 
recommendations and reflections in Chapter 5, followed by a list of references cited and 
appendices.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Demand for higher education credentials and college-educated workers in America 
continues to be strong, especially for working adults (Gonser, 2017; Krauss, 2017, p. 7). 
Independent working adults over the age of 25 typify most of all learners commonly identified as 
nontraditional college students (Brower & Schejbal, 2017; Choy, 2002, pp. 2-3).  Many states 
have established projects and goals to increase the level of degree attainment for their residents 
to compete for jobs and economic success in a competitive, knowledge-based, global 
marketplace (Lumina Foundation, 2018; Sims, 2018). Working adults are returning to college to 
keep pace with the demand for more education to advance their careers (Hussar & Bailey, 2013, 
p. 21). While more working adults are enrolling in college, policy makers and leaders are 
searching for new ways to reduce the rising cost of higher education in America (Fishman, 
Nguyen, & Ezeugo, 2018, pp. 18, 50).  
Online degree programs and competency-based education (CBE) courses represent two 
innovations that improve affordability and access for nontraditional students (Fain, 2019; 
Lindsay, Goldman, Long, & Leone, 2018; Lurie, Mason, & Parsons, 2019, p. 20). According to 
Spaulding, Montes, Chingos, and Hecker (2019), CBE programs are especially attractive for 
first-generation students, low-income, low-asset, low-academic achievers, or working adult 
populations (p. 9). Research has shown that older students and other student populations that are 
described as nontraditional experience higher risk of failure in college (TICAS, 2018). This 
study investigated the phenomenon of nontraditional online CBE students that stopped out of 
college before completing a degree and the factors that attended the phenomenon.  
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Sources investigated for this review separately and collectively presented empirical data 
to confirm the magnitude and direction of college attrition in America. The primary objective of 
this literature review was to explore or explain the demographic of nontraditional students, 
examine the factors related to the stop-out phenomenon, and discover existing knowledge 
reflected in the literature for nontraditional online CBE students. While much has been 
researched and written about various aspects of student retention, attrition, and lack of 
persistence among various groups and institution types, little is found in existing literature 
relative to attrition among nontraditional students from online CBE programs (Erisman & Steele, 
2015). This study intended to narrow that gap by exploring the lived experiences of 
nontraditional students that did not re-enroll in online CBE college degree programs for a 
minimum of one semester or term to a maximum of five years. This study provides an 
understanding of the factors that cause nontraditional students to withdraw from online CBE 
programs and illuminates possible interventions that higher education leaders could initiate to 
reduce attrition among this growing group of the student population.  
Demand for Higher Education 
The demand for higher education to satisfy the needs of business and innovation in a 
competitive global marketplace has contributed to the growth in total college enrollment among 
nontraditional students (Gonser, 2017). As more working adults or other nontraditional learners 
have entered the market for higher education, colleges and universities have been forced to 
explore innovative nontraditional programs to accommodate this student demographic (Kelchen, 
2016). The most successful American colleges and universities in terms of growing total 
enrollment in the past decade have been schools with degree programs designed for working 
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adults, including schools with online and CBE degree programs like Liberty University, Grand 
Canyon University, Southern New Hampshire University (SNHU), or WGU (Gardner, 2019). 
Economic Demand 
Economic influences in America have created a high priority for college degrees. 
According to the Pew Research Center, only 36% of Americans surveyed in 1978 viewed a 
college education as a necessity compared to 75% of Americans surveyed in 2010 (Fry & Parker, 
2012, p. 2).  A Lumina/Gallup survey conducted in 2013 found that 97% of Americans believed 
that a postsecondary credential was important for financial success (Lumina Foundation, 2013). 
Another Lumina Foundation report indicated that most jobs created in America since the 
economic downturn in 2008 have required higher education credentials, and the trend is expected 
to continue as the country and the world evolve from an industrial economy into a knowledge 
economy (Lumina Foundation, 2018). Recent research reported by Georgetown University 
(Carnevale, Jayasundera, & Gulish, 2016) indicated that nearly all jobs created in the last decade 
required more than a high school level of education, and studies have predicted that most jobs in 
the future will be targeted towards workers with post-secondary educations. The Bureau of Labor 
Statistics (BLS) predicted that the American economy would generate about 12 million new jobs 
from 2016-2026, and 8 million of the new jobs would require education beyond a high school 
diploma (BLS in Gonser, 2017).  
Kraus (2017) estimated that as early as 2020, 66% of the available jobs in America would 
require more than a high school diploma and many would require a four-year degree (p. 7).  
Recent studies indicated that at least 46% of available positions in American businesses have 
remained open because employers struggled to find enough qualified applicants (Marcus, 2019b; 
Oldham, 2017). A Pew study found that in 2013, 22% of adults between 25 and 32 years of age 
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with only a high school education were living below the poverty line compared to 6% of young 
adults in the same age bracket that had earned a college degree (Pew Research Center, 2014). 
While enrollment projections for traditional students have shown signs of decline, economic 
indicators have created continued demand for higher education enrollment among nontraditional 
students, especially among working adults with some level of prior college (Gardner, 2019). 
Demographic Demand 
A Hechinger Report authored by Field (2018) identified a pool of 35 million Americans 
over the age of 25 that have already earned some level of college credit but no degree.   
According to the president of a major university with nearly 30,000 online students, there is no 
shortage of available students for colleges that are equipped to serve returning adults that already 
have some college experience (Crow as cited in Gardner, 2019). Most Americans polled believed 
that higher education was important for financial security, and 41% of Americans without a post-
secondary credential indicated that they have considered a return to college (Lumina/Gallup, 
2013).  
The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) research reports indicated that total 
enrollment in higher education institutions in America continued to rise and will continue to 
grow in the coming decade through 2025 (NCES, 2017, p. 403). In their research, Hussar and 
Baily (2018) indicated that the enrollment of adult students should increase another 13% by 2026 
(p. 25). As states work to increase degree attainment and improve the employability of their 
citizens, and as colleges and universities pursue working adults to replace expected enrollment 
declines from traditional college students, the demographic of nontraditional students will 
continue to be in high demand (Field, 2018). 
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Cost of Higher Education 
The costs to attend college in America—especially for underrepresented and 
nontraditional populations—have continued to increase and have created barriers to continued 
enrollment that demand innovation and disruption to the traditional model (Scobey, 2017). From 
2007 to 2017, the median annual cost of attendance at public four-year universities increased 
from $7,280 to $9,970, and the cost of attendance at private nonprofit four-year schools climbed 
from $27,520 to $34,740 (College Board, 2017, p. 12). With the underlying causes for the cost of 
college attendance or contributing factors unidentified or not eliminated, the costs of higher 
education could be expected to continue an upward trajectory. Until recently, education costs in 
America continued to rise because policy makers have not addressed the ongoing escalation 
(Tse, 2017). 
Unsuccessful students at universities represent a negative impact on the economy 
(Johnson, 2012). Even at institutions with low cost of tuition, unsuccessful students incur 
significant financial regression due to their enrollment problems associated with non-completion 
or debt without degree. According to research analysis by the Pew Research Center, total student 
loan debt in America had grown to $1.3 trillion by 2017 (Cilluffo, 2017). Students that fail to 
thrive are more likely to default on their student loans: Studies have shown that 24% of students 
who entered the repayment period in 2011 without a completed degree defaulted on their student 
loans compared to a 9% default rate for students that had graduated (Perna, Kvaal, & Ruiz, 
2017). The odds in favor of bankruptcy filing were higher when the debtor had student loan debt 
but did not earn a degree (Despard et al., 2016). Houle and Warner (2017) conducted a study of 
life after loans and found that student debt was more likely to cause students from disadvantaged 
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population groups to struggle with the successful transition from school into productive 
independent lifestyles.   
 
For-Profit Colleges 
 Studies have shown that for-profit colleges and universities have contributed to the rising 
cost of higher education that influences stop-outs while at the same time delivering poor returns 
economically (Josuweit, 2017). A recent Forbes article presented data to demonstrate that for-
profit schools were a poor investment in education because, as a sector of providers, these 
schools charged much higher prices and delivered unimpressive outcomes for students compared 
to public colleges, which were two to four times less expensive for the same credentials 
(Josuweit, 2017). Cellini and Turner (2016), in a report published by the National Bureau of 
Economic Research (NBER), compared the employment outcomes of a matched group of one 
million students from similar credential programs at for-profit colleges and public colleges and 
found that the for-profit graduates were less likely to find employment and earned 11% less 
when they did find employment after graduation.  
A statistical analysis report published by the Brookings Institution suggested that most of 
the current crisis when student loan debt reached $1.1 trillion in 2014 was concentrated among 
borrowers that attended for-profit colleges and universities (Looney & Yannelis, 2015). 
According to Looney and Yannelis (2015), this large group of debtors was classified as 
nontraditional borrowers and constituted a high-risk demographic. Under public and political 
pressure as well as financial pressure and legal proceedings, more than 100 for-profit colleges 
and career schools closed between 2016 and 2018, and regulators have predicted more closings 
in the future (Busta, 2019). 
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State Funding 
State funding for higher education has contributed to the cost of college for all students 
while states have launched initiatives to increase the number of credentialed residents, 
particularly within the underserved and nontraditional student demographics (Quinton, 2016). 
While the cost of higher education has continued to rise, studies have shown that during the past 
25 years, nearly every state has reduced funding for public colleges and universities, shifting 
costs to students and driving up student loan debt (Laderman, 2018, p. 46; Mitchell, Leachman, 
Masterson, & Waxman, 2018). Research has shown that student loan debt has been a 
contributing factor in stop-out decisions by nontraditional students (Huelsman, 2015; Scobey, 
2017). 
In 2008, Dr. Nicolas P. Restinas (a lecturer at Harvard University; noted author; former 
Assistant Secretary for Housing; Federal Housing Commissioner at the United States 
Department of Housing and Urban Development; and a member of the Board of Directors at 
Freddie Mac and the Federal Deposit Insurance Commission) and Dr. Eric S. Belsky  (noted 
author and scholar who served as the managing director of the Harvard Joint Center for Housing 
Studies) edited a book about consumer credit in America. The authors predicted that demand for 
student loans would grow faster than the federal loan programs could accommodate in the 
coming decade and half of the students taking on student loans would be unable to make the 
payments (Retsinas & Belsky, 2008). Research conducted by the nonprofit Demos organization 
presented a primary finding that indicated that student debt greater than $10,000 had a negative 
impact on stop-outs and the rate of student persistence to graduation (Huelsman, 2015, p. 13). 
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Community College and Relationships  
Students that begin or resume their quest for a four-year degree at a community college 
could lower their total cost of education (Powell, 2018). Declining enrollment numbers at 
community colleges have contributed to the cost of education for nontraditional students. The 
cost of attending two-year institutions has been on the increase but has remained much lower 
than the cost of attendance at most four-year colleges and universities. Many adult students that 
return to college or enter college for the first time choose to enroll at four-year institutions 
instead of community colleges (Gardner, 2019). Falling enrollment and rising costs at 
community colleges contribute to the increased cost of higher education and have a negative 
financial effect on nontraditional students and their ability or motivation to persist to degree 
completion and graduation. 
Academically Unprepared Students 
Students entering college before they were prepared for the rigors of higher education 
have contributed to higher education costs and stop-outs (Gardner, 2019). Students that have 
demonstrated less academic preparedness and needed remedial courses were at high risk of 
stopping out of school without completing requirements for a degree (NCES, 2017). Most 
colleges and universities in America have admitted students that were not academically prepared 
to succeed in their higher education environments (Butrymowicz, 2017). Data collected from 
more than 900 colleges indicated that 96% of those schools enrolled students for 2014-15 who 
were not prepared academically to thrive in college. The report identified more than a half-
million students in this category and estimated that the taxpayer cost of remediation was as high 
as $7 billion per year (Butrymowicz, 2017, p. 1). 
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The National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (NSCRC, 2018) collected data on 
student enrollment and persistence. After four years, 23.5% of the students that enrolled as part 
of the fall 2011 cohort had left college without completing a degree program. Six years after 
enrolling in college, 27.4 % of the group had left college without earning a degree (NSCRC, 
2018). Among first-time students entering college in the 2011-2012 school year, 32% had not 
earned a credential and were no longer enrolled at any credential-granting college or university 
by early 2017 (Chen et al., 2019, p. 5). A study of 38,000 community college students that 
enrolled in 2000, found that 94% stopped out at least once before eventually dropping out 
altogether or going on to graduate (Fain, 2013). 
Complete College America (CCA), a national nonprofit organization, presented data in 
2018 that indicated that, among remedial students in four-year college programs, only 17% 
would graduate (CCA, 2018, p. 2). The report suggested that students in need of remedial 
courses incurred millions of dollars in student debt before even earning college credit. Such 
students, according to the report, frequently gave up on college because of discouragement and 
lack of money. Another persistence study indicated that nearly 40% of academically unprepared 
students at two-year colleges and 25% of academically unprepared students at four-year colleges 
ultimately failed to complete remedial courses required to persist and earn a college degree 
(Butrymowicz, 2017, p. 1). Research has shown that many nontraditional students were 
academically unprepared and needed remedial assistance when they returned to college, and 
these students, identified as repeat-non-completers, were at higher risk of failing to persist 
(NCES, 2017; New, 2014). 
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Nontraditional Students 
Enrollment numbers for nontraditional students represented the largest increase of any 
demographic entering college in recent years. New (2014) estimated that nontraditional students 
accounted for as much as 75% of total college enrollment. Shapiro et al. (2015, p. 4) found that 
nontraditional students had lower completion rates and were at high risk of failure. Between 
2013 and 2015, more than three million students withdrew from colleges in America and many 
of them never went back to complete their degrees (Kolodner & Butrymowicz, 2017). According 
to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), for the academic enrollment year 2011-
12, 30% of all first-time college students had stopped out of their degree programs three years 
after enrollment (NCES, 2017, p. 1). This government study found that adult learners or 
nontraditional students with family and work obligations failed to thrive and attain degrees in 
greater numbers than traditional students (NCES, 2017). A study by Looney and Yannelis (2015) 
indicated far better repayment patterns and economic outcomes for traditional students than for 
nontraditional students. Research has shown that 24% of students that entered the repayment 
period in 2011 without a completed degree defaulted on their student loans compared to a 9% 
default rate for students that had graduated (Perna et. al., 2017). 
Student loan debt has had a major impact on the quality of life for high-risk stop-out 
populations that have debt but no degree. Another study that examined persistence rates between 
2003 and 2009 found that 45% of students that delayed the start of college were at higher risk of 
stopping out and 28% of student loan-takers that stopped out of college during that period had 
been nontraditional students with full time jobs while attending school (Nguyen, 2012, p. 6). In 
their book, Akers and Chingos (2014) acknowledged the growing social and economic concerns 
and specific problem areas within the high-risk population of nontraditional students that never 
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finished college. A study by Elliott (2014) indicated a disproportionate financial burden incurred 
by minority and low-income students that often opt to stop out before completing their degrees 
due to their ever-increasing educational debt (p. 30).  
Houle and Warner (2017), in their study on the social impact of attrition, found that 
students that failed to complete a degree had greater difficulty establishing independence and 
socioeconomic well-being. Research data from government reports suggested that the greatest 
negative impact from debt and attrition served to limit the prospects for prosperity and career 
growth for nontraditional students and the population that needed the most help (Goodnight et 
al., 2015). Increasing economic demand, growing enrollment, and high attrition rates among 
nontraditional students have presented challenges and opportunities for policy makers and higher 
education leaders to find new understanding of the factors that contribute to decisions to stop out. 
Online and Competency-based Education Programs 
In response to the ongoing demand for higher education, the rising costs of higher 
education, the anticipated increased enrollment of nontraditional students, and concerns about 
documented high attrition rates, leaders in the field of higher education have in recent years 
accepted more innovative approaches to the delivery of higher learning (Kelchen, 2016). Online 
courses and degree programs have become more mainstream (Klein-Collins, 2013).  Studies 
have shown that more than 600 colleges and universities were launching online and CBE 
programs and the trend was expected to grow at a double-digit annual pace from 2013 through 
2020 (Anderson, 2018; Dusst, & Winthrop, 2019). CBE courses and degree programs have 
emerged as approved delivery modalities. The innovations or nontraditional disruptions offered 
by online learning and CBE have been attractive options for nontraditional students or working 
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adults that have returned to college. Research has shown that these programs have experienced 
higher attrition rates than more traditional models of higher education (Fain, 2019). 
Online Education 
The evolution of distance education has followed the development of technology 
throughout history. In the 1700’s and 1800’s, distance education was conducted by mail; during 
the early and mid-1900’s, radio, telephone, and television media were utilized; and in 1994, the 
first completely online educational program was launched (Dumbauld, 2015).  According to 
Poulin and Straut (2016), distance education enrollment in American colleges had grown to 5.8 
million students and represented 28% of all college enrollment by 2014. Most of the increase in 
online courses was driven by growing nontraditional student enrollment and working adults that 
returned to college in need of flexible schedules to accommodate work and family obligations 
(Brower & Schejbal, 2017; Dumbauld, 2015). The largest universities in America in 2019 in 
terms of total enrollment include the best-known online schools with programs designed to 
attract nontraditional students. SNHU enrolled 135,000 students with more than 130,000 in their 
online programs; WGU offers only online programs and enrolled 115,000 students (Adams, 
2019). Either of these universities alone enrolled more students than the combined enrollment of 
the top 14 colleges in America according U.S. News and World Report rankings (Gardner, 
2019). 
Competency-based Education Programs 
According to Kelchen (2015), CBE has been generally defined as recognition of required 
learning based not on seat time or pre-determined pacing, but on demonstrated competency and 
flexible pacing (p. 1). Research reported by Lindsay et al. (2018) showed that the promotion of 
CBE has been around since the Industrial Revolution. While the traditional model of education 
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was based on seat time and instructor contact during this period of history, some proponents of 
CBE started to explore the value of experience and self-paced learning. In 1919, the Winnetka 
Plan was established as one of the first public-school system experiments in CBE (Lindsay et al., 
2018). With government backing and encouragement, colleges began to offer credit for prior 
learning as a form of CBE in the 1970’s (Klein-Collins, 2013). In 1997, WGU was incorporated 
as America’s first online CBE university (Lindsay, et al., 2018). Online CBE degree programs at 
WGU were accredited by all four regional accreditors recognized by the U.S. Department of 
Education in 2003 (King, 2017). By 2019, total active enrollment in WGU’s CBE degree 
programs exceeded 115,000 full-time students, and graduates from the 22-year old school 
exceeded 137,000 students (WGU, 2019). 
Acceptance of CBE programs has spread to major universities including Purdue 
University, the University of Wisconsin, the University of Texas, Northern Arizona University, 
the University of Michigan, and others (Fishman et al., 2017). A 2018 study conducted by Lurie, 
et al. (2019) collected data from 501 colleges and universities in America relative to their 
approaches to CBE programs and found that 85% were interested in offering CBE programs, 
57% had already launched at least one CBE program, and at least 55% believed that CBE 
programs could improve access for nontraditional students and prepare them for jobs in the 
knowledge economy. The success of CBE programs, coupled with the changing demographic of 
student enrollment and economic indicators, has led to increased levels of support by lawmakers, 
government agencies, and foundations (Kelchen, 2015). While CBE programs in higher 
education have attracted more attention and gained more acceptance among nontraditional 
students and employers of CBE program graduates, attrition rates in online and CBE degree 
programs have remained higher than attrition rates in traditional degree programs (Fain, 2019). 
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Interventions 
A review of existing literature has demonstrated that the prevailing causes of stop-outs 
among traditional and nontraditional students alike include the rising costs of education, 
economic illiteracy of borrowers, and lack of academic preparation for college. Osam, Bergman, 
and Cumberland (2017), building upon earlier foundational studies from the 1970’s, found that 
in 2017, the three basic categories of barriers that prevented nontraditional students from re-
entering college or persisting to graduation were still institutional, situational, or dispositional. 
According to Osam et al. (2017), institutional barriers include degree programs and other 
features related to the operation of the college or school; situational barriers include personal 
concerns about work, family, or finances of the student; and dispositional barriers include 
personality issues of the student such as low self-esteem, limited academic preparedness, or fear 
of failure. Researchers have investigated possible interventions for the various factors that have 
contributed to the failure of students to persist. Tinto (2016) wrote about the challenge for 
leaders to move the focus of institutions from retention to persistence and suggested that leaders 
should invest energy and innovation in student self-efficacy, sense of belonging, and the 
perceived value of the curriculum. Cochran, Campbell, Baker, and Leeds (2014) concluded from 
their study of attrition and student characteristics that leaders should implement better policies to 
support and monitor new students, design programs to assist students with lower academic 
performance histories, and initiate outreach to stop-outs to uncover ideas to reduce withdrawals 
and related harmful impacts to American society and the economy. 
During the 2013 annual conference of the Higher Learning Commission of the North 
Central Association of Colleges and Schools (HLC), a team of noted professors and authors 
explained their research and findings related to college students that failed to graduate (Cherif, 
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Movahedzadeh, Adams, & Dunning, 2013). The report included data and statistics from studies 
conducted by researchers at the Center for Academic Success at the University of Alabama, 
NCES, the College Board, and other authors. This study suggested that the high failure rate of 
college students amounted to a national tragedy and offered remediation ideas for educators to 
employ as countermeasures to help students thrive (Cherif, et al, 2013). The authors concluded 
that the root cause for failure to thrive in college was student motivation and suggested that 
educators should take steps to motivate students by providing interesting and engaging learning 
materials as well as provide extra support to help students stay focused. HLC recommended that 
colleges consider the findings of the research in their institutional improvement efforts (Van 
Kollenburg, 2013).  
Successful Intervention Initiatives 
Studies indicated that two of the main reasons for stop-outs have been located at the front 
end of the student experience (Butrymowicz, 2017; Looney & Yannelis, 2015). Financial 
literacy–especially for young people first entering college and for certain nontraditional 
students–was proven inadequate. According to Porter and Uhlman (2015), students often entered 
college and took out student loans without understanding the future consequences of student loan 
debt (Porter & Uhlman, 2015, p. 8). A lack of preparation for the academic rigor of college, 
especially among high-risk student groups including nontraditional learners, was shown to 
contribute to a high rate of failure to thrive or persist (Butrymowicz, 2017). 
Financial literacy. The literature showed that there have been some examples of 
successful programs to improve financial literacy. In 2013, WGU established a financial literacy 
effort to encourage responsible borrowing by students (Shaw, 2016). The university called the 
project the Responsible Borrowing Initiative (RBI). Three years later, the American Association 
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of University Administrators recognized WGU with an award of excellence for helping students 
to reduce student loan debt by $400 million through the RBI program. The WGU financial 
literacy program simply presented incoming students with detailed explanations and encouraged 
students to minimize their borrowing (Shaw, 2016). During the three-year period surveyed, the 
average WGU student in the RBI program reduced their student loans from $7870 to $4640 per 
year for a 41% decrease in student loan debt (Shaw, 2016). 
Some schools have embraced the idea of innovation and use of technology to lower the 
cost of education (Soares & Morgan, 2011). Arizona State University (ASU) has offered 
freshman-level courses on a global scale without charging any up-front tuition. Students paid 
fees for credit only after passing the courses and earning credit that could be transferred to any 
other school that accepted ASU transfer credits. Purdue University recently purchased Kaplan 
University for developing innovative low-cost methods to deliver college credits via online 
learning (Carnevale et al., 2016). The president of Purdue University was one of the first 
governors to endorse and establish a state university affiliate of WGU. WGU and its affiliated 
state universities—all regionally accredited, online, competency-based, with some of the lowest 
tuition costs in the nation—have been recognized by the US Department of Education, 
lawmakers, and the White House as a model of innovation for the future of higher education 
value (King, 2017).  
Academic preparation. Graduation rates and lack of persistence have been the focus of 
attention by many schools and policy makers (Butrymowicz, 2017). Many universities have 
started developing partnerships with high schools and community colleges to reduce the number 
of incoming college students and nontraditional transfers that are academically unprepared for 
the rigors of higher education. Boston College developed a remediation model with impressive 
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success and on-time graduation rates, and the model has been used with good results at other 
schools (Heiman, 2010). During a four-year period from 2010-2014, the Texas Higher Education 
Coordinating Board (THECB) funded an initiative for intensive college readiness programs 
designed to help adults returning to college make the transition and enroll in fewer remedial 
courses that often result in high stop-out and failure rates (Kallison, 2016). In May of 2019, 
WGU launched WGU Academy, aimed at helping academically unprepared students hone their 
readiness before applying for admission to any college or university (Neitzel, 2019). The 
Minnesota Office of Higher Education (OHE) launched the MN Reconnect program in 2019 to 
support adult learners returning to four participating colleges after stop-outs of two years or 
longer (OHE, 2019). The program provides a dedicated staff member at each institution to help 
nontraditional students navigate every aspect of their return including academic planning, 
financial planning, and a variety of community services. The state of Tennessee also has an 
award-winning college readiness program called TN Reconnect that serves nontraditional 
students returning to more than 70 colleges in the state (Tennessee Reconnect, 2019). 
What Remains Unknown About Stop-outs 
Attrition has been explored in-depth relative to many demographic groups and social 
factors including age, ethnicity, academic background, academic discipline, and financial 
literacy. Attrition has been studied in environments that include public universities, private 
institutions, community colleges, and four-year schools. Existing literature is limited on 
discovery of effective best practices for leaders and policy makers to prevent the phenomenon of 
stop-outs among the high-risk and fast-growing population of nontraditional college students in 
online CBE programs (Looney & Yannelis, 2015).  
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Theoretical Framework 
This stop-out study is framed from the perspective of the self-determination theory of 
student persistence (Kinsey, 2017). Over the last 50 years, many theories and models of thinking 
have emerged from studies aimed at understanding student persistence, retention, and attrition 
(Aljohani, 2016). Kinsey (2017) observed that a review of the historical evolution of persistence 
theories indicates that “initial thought relied on academic and social influences, whereas more 
recent developments have brought certain circumstantial and personal influences into the 
question” (p. 1). A review of the literature by Aljohani (2016) supports this viewpoint: 
• 1970: One of the earliest models of persistence theory was the dropout process 
model developed by Spady (1970). The author found that persistence decisions 
for college students hinged upon the two variables of academic and social 
systems.  
• 1973: Transactional distance theory subsequently introduced the idea that lack of 
contact and interaction in distance education led to lower persistence by college 
students (Moore, 1973).  
• 1975: Tinto’s institutional departure theory (1975) placed greater emphasis on 
social integration as a determining factor for student persistence.  
• 1980: Bean’s (1980) student attrition model found that satisfaction with the 
college experience carried the greatest influence on persistence behaviors.  
• 1984: The theory of student involvement presented by Astin (1984) cited various 
factors that indicated levels of student involvement correlated to levels of 
persistence. The author indicated the involvement was similar to motivation but 
emphasized behaviors instead of psychological disposition. 
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• 1985: Bean and Metzner (1985) developed the nontraditional model of persistence 
to address the unique situations of commuter students and posited that 
environmental and external factors determined persistence.  
• 1985: Self-determination theory (SDT) developed for multiple fields of 
application including higher education suggested that persistence is based on 
achievement of motivation from competence, autonomy, and relatedness (Deci & 
Ryan, 1985).  
• 1996: Transactional distance theory was updated to include emphasis on teaching 
and planned learning within specialized institutions in part to capture the rise of 
nontraditional student enrollment and the evolution of online courses and 
programs (Moore & Kearsley, 1996). 
• 2010: Building upon the elements of motivation theory and online education, 
Chen and Jang (2010) applied SDT to a study of student persistence in online 
courses. The result was described as the self-determination theory of student 
persistence (Kinsey, 2017). 
Common to each of the foundational theories of persistence from the perspective of the 
researcher is the power of connection or interaction between students and institutions and the 
question of motivation for success. According to Deci and Ryan (1985)—the developers of 
SDT—individuals possess and demonstrate self-determination based on fulfillment of three basic 
motivational needs: competence, autonomy, and relatedness. Competence refers to self-efficacy 
or the ability or skill to succeed; autonomy refers to the feeling of freedom or volition; and 
relatedness refers to the feeling of belonging, affection, or connection to others (Ryan & Deci, 
2000, p. 64-65). This study of stop-outs from the viewpoint of self-determination theory of 
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student persistence can lead to new understanding of the factors that motivate or de-motivate 
nontraditional students to overcome the barriers that prevent persistence in their degree 
programs. 
This study of stop-outs is important because of the harmful effects of this phenomenon on 
society and on individuals. Students that do not persist to graduation or attain degree completion 
do not thrive economically as a group (Itzkowitz, 2018). Cellini and Turner (2016) found 
evidence to demonstrate a large and disproportionate negative impact on nontraditional students 
that were driven by economics to return to school but faced higher risks of failure and further 
erosion of economic viability. Baker, Andrews, and McDaniel (2017) held that many students 
stopped out of school and gave up on educational goals because they lost confidence. Noted 
author Tinto (2016) suggested that students failed to persist in part because colleges and 
universities did not address the individual perceptions, experiences, and needs of at-risk students 
to keep them motivated and confident enough to persist.  
Research has proven a harmful impact on the American economy due to the trillion-
dollar student loan debt (Friedman, 2018), much of which has been attributed to nontraditional 
students that failed to thrive and persist to attainment of degrees (Fuller, 2014). The theory 
supporting this persistence study is based on self-determination because studies show that 
students fail to thrive and persist when specific motivational needs have not been met by their 
educational experience. Nontraditional students in online CBE programs are particularly 
vulnerable to perceptions of factors that reduce motivation, which can cause them not to persist, 
graduate, or make significant progress towards the accumulation of assets and net worth to help 
prosper themselves, their families, and the overall economy. This study will help policymakers 
and leaders in higher education to better understand the phenomenon and social impact of stop-
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outs and the actions needed to reverse the expansion of attrition among the demographic of 
nontraditional students at online CBE colleges and universities. The self-determination theory of 
student persistence approach to examination of barriers for nontraditional students in online CBE 
degree programs was an appropriate framework for this study. 
Conclusion 
The literature on existing research about the phenomenon of stop-outs among 
nontraditional students at online CBE colleges was a necessary review upon which to build a 
platform for advancing knowledge and understanding of an concern important to society and the 
future of higher education. Policymakers and leaders in higher education can sculpt new studies 
and develop new programs to help students attain college degrees that are important to their 
economic success while lowering their student debt. This chapter has provided a brief 
exploration of the history and evolution of the problem and its impact on American society, the 
economy, and the lives of individuals. The impact of stop-outs as part of attrition in higher 
education has been illustrated from the perspectives of self-determination and student 
persistence. Minus this study, leaders in higher education may not understand the magnitude of 
the problem of stop-outs and the urgency for developing effective innovations to help 
nontraditional students to thrive, persist, and succeed in college. 
The next chapter describes the methodology used in the design of this study and the data 
collection process. Chapter 4 will present analysis of the data. Chapter 5 will offer conclusion 
and recommendations, followed by a list of references and appendices. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
The design of a scientific study should connect the stated purpose of the study and the 
research questions proposed for the study into a cohesive presentation (Creswell, 2013, p. 50). 
This chapter describes the methodology that was used in the design of this study. The purpose of 
this study was to discover and explore the various factors associated with stop-outs and lack of 
persistence among nontraditional, working adult students in online CBE degree programs at 
regionally accredited colleges and universities. According to Park and Choi (2009), the 
nontraditional student demographic continues to display a high dropout rate from online 
programs while the number of online CBE degree programs and nontraditional student 
enrollment continues to increase. Given these trends it is important for colleges and universities 
offering online CBE programs to increase understanding of the factors that predict or encourage 
high stop-out rates among nontraditional students. The researcher designed this study to add to 
existing knowledge of attrition factors for nontraditional online CBE students. 
According to Fishman et al. (2017), research has demonstrated that nontraditional college 
students have a high risk of attrition whether they are in their first term ever at college, their first 
term back in school as returning students, or as continuing students enrolled for a second 
consecutive term or later. The unique characteristics of the nontraditional student demographic 
have not been explored in depth in previous persistence research (Burke, 2019). The problem and 
phenomenon of stop-outs among nontraditional students in online CBE degree programs 
presented opportunity for further examination to identify the most common risk factors of 
attrition in this group by investigating the following research question:  
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What role do nontraditional student demographics, the online learning environment, 
and/or the CBE learning model have in the decisions of nontraditional students to stop 
out of their degree programs? 
This chapter offers an introduction and overview of the problem, purpose, and research 
question that were explored in the study. The researcher describes the setting, participants in the 
sample, type of data collected, data analysis process, concerns about participant rights, potential 
limitations of the study, and provides a summary of the chapter. The researcher elected to use an 
interpretive phenomenological design for this qualitative study. According to Creswell (2013), 
multiple approaches to data collection fit the function of qualitative inquiry (p. 44). Creswell 
(2013) posited the idea that qualitative study involves the researcher as an instrument when 
conducting participant interviews. Conducted from a conceptual framework based on the self-
determination theory of student persistence (Chen & Jang, 2010; Kinsey, 2017), the researcher 
designed the study to accumulate new insight into the phenomenon of stop-outs by identifying 
commonalities in the reasoning of stop-outs based on that population’s lived experiences.  
Setting 
The setting for the study was the landscape of competency-based education in online 
degree programs offered by regionally accredited universities. The number of institutions 
offering qualified programs continues to grow rapidly, but few institutions offer large, well-
established online CBE degrees designed specifically to enroll nontraditional working adult 
students (Kelchen, 2016). Students from colleges and universities with large, well-established 
CBE degree programs were identified as potential participants for this study. These institutions 
represented a mix of public universities, private nonprofit, and private for-profit structures with 
different approaches to CBE learning models. In addition to—or in lieu of—course work, some 
33 
 
universities have been approved by the U.S. Department of Education to offer credit for prior 
learning assessment through portfolio assessment (PLA) or award college credit by direct 
assessment instead of using the traditional credit-hour model (Fain, 2014). According to 
Lederman (2012), other schools require students to pass courses and final assessments to earn 
credit in a CBE model that is considered a modified traditional college credit-hour structure 
based on demonstrated course competency without regard to seat time. 
Participants 
The researcher approached participants for this study only in online, public, social media 
spaces not owned or managed by a university. The researcher posted a general announcement 
(Appendix A) on LinkedIn and/or Facebook directed at current students with stop-out histories 
or alumni of online CBE programs who had experienced a period of disenrollment before but 
ultimately completed their degree programs. The announcement specified that participants 
should be 25 or older and should have attended but interrupted their enrollment in a program 
clearly identified by their school as an online CBE program where all courses were completed 
entirely online and credit was awarded based on completion of projects or assessments instead of 
classroom attendance or how fast the work was done. The announcement included a general 
description of the kinds of schools and programs that participants should have attended but did 
not include any identifying information about specific institutions that the participants must have 
attended. According to Moreno et al. (2015), 
This kind of research clearly qualifies as human subjects research, but is potentially 
exempt when only adults are recruited, and when either the information obtained is 
recorded in such a manner that human subjects cannot be identified, directly or through 
identifiers linked to the subjects or any disclosure of the human subjects’ responses 
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outside the research could not reasonably place the subjects at risk of criminal or civil 
liability or be damaging to the subjects’ financial standing, employability, or reputation 
(p. 124).  
The researcher believed that, as public spaces from which participants voluntarily 
consented to provide information for the study, these social media sites for research settings 
posed no ethical violations with the universities or the students, according to institutional 
research guidelines for human subjects, while providing access to qualified participants for the 
study. Nonetheless, the researcher described in detail the recruitment process in the research 
proposal presented to the University of New England’s (UNE) Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
prior to any contact with the study participants. 
Students or alumni that self-identified as potential participants in public spaces not 
sponsored or owned by any universities such as LinkedIn and Facebook were invited to 
participate in an electronic survey and possible follow-up phone interview for the study. Survey 
participants responded anonymously unless they indicated a desire to be available for a follow-
up interview. Participants who volunteered for possible follow-up interviews were entered into a 
random drawing to win one $100 Amazon gift card that was awarded at the conclusion of the 
interviews. Current or former students from universities that offered online CBE programs who 
indicated that they had stopped out of full-time enrollment before graduation comprised the 
target population from which the research sample was drawn. The researcher set a goal for a 
minimum of six qualified volunteers for follow-up phone interviews to be gathered from survey 
respondents. In addition to the initial data provided by the surveys, the volunteers provided more 
detailed information for analysis in follow-up semi-structured telephone interviews to support 
the qualitative aspect of the study. Interviewees were selected based on the number of 
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nontraditional markers identified and the types of institutions attended to create opportunity for 
analysis of shared experiences despite institutional differences. Proposed interview questions 
(Appendix D) were revised based on the survey responses and comments received from 
participants. Participants were assured of confidentiality and privacy during the study, and the 
researcher maintained control of the records in a secure location. Data collected from the survey 
questions and interviews allowed the researcher to code for trends and themes from the responses 
of the participants in the sample group while maintaining privacy and confidentiality.  
Data 
Previous persistence, retention, and attrition studies for college students have identified 
and confirmed specific barriers to re-enrollment (Erisman & Steele, 2015, p. 11; Osam et al., 
2017). Emergent literature on the topic of stop-outs, dropouts, and student attrition addressed 
nontraditional students and online or distance education, but no data could be located during the 
literature review that was related specifically to the CBE environment in prior studies. To close 
this gap, the researcher used survey questions that elicited responses from stop-outs regarding 
their reasons for disenrollment and their personal experiences that influenced their decisions to 
stop out of online CBE programs. Data initially collected from participants in the study was 
solicited via social media invitations and reported via a survey instrument that was distributed 
and collated by REDCap (Research Electronic Data Capture), a secure, web-based software 
platform designed to support data capture for research studies, providing 1) an intuitive interface 
for validated data capture; 2) audit trails for tracking data manipulation and export procedures;  
3) automated export procedures for seamless data downloads to common statistical packages; 
and 4) procedures for data integration and interoperability with external sources (Harris, et al., 
2019). Information requested on the survey (Appendix B) included the institution attended, 
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current enrollment status, reasons for leaving school, and the student intentions and timeline if 
not yet graduated or re-enrolled in any institution but planning to return to school. The survey 
provided opportunities for participants to offer additional comments or observations about their 
college experience in online CBE programs not specifically queried in the instrument but related 
to their decision to stop out of their program. The survey instructions asked respondents to 
provide their name, email address, and phone number only if they were willing to share 
additional information in a follow-up phone interview and proceed to open the contact form 
attached to the survey. 
The interviews were conducted by telephone and the conversations were recorded with 
prior consent of the participants. For the interviews, pseudonyms were assigned to each 
participant and the dialog was transcribed, coded, and sorted by themes and categories. 
Quotations from interviewees were attributed to their pseudonyms. The researcher used member 
checking to validate the content of the interviews by providing a transcript of each interview for 
the interviewee to edit or amend before the data was incorporated into analysis for the study. The 
study focused on nontraditional students that experienced enrollment gaps or stop-outs of at least 
one semester or term while attending a full-time, online, CBE degree program.  
Analysis 
Data from the surveys was analyzed using triangulation to mine the textual responses to 
open-end questions and to perform cross tabulation and analysis of variance to the survey 
responses. Data from the surveys was used to craft some of the questions for the follow-up 
interviews. The interviews were recorded via iPhone and the Rev Recorder App and a digital 
recorder back-up, transcribed by Rev Transcription Service, coded manually by the researcher, 
and sorted by themes. The aggregate data was tabularized for recognition of patterns in the 
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responses. The interviews were used to provide additional insight into the lived experiences of 
students that had stopped out, to support the conclusions drawn from the data, and to justify the 
recommendations presented by the researcher at the end of the study.  
Participant Rights 
The researcher took precautions to protect the privacy of participants owing to the risks 
posed to persons whose personal identification might be exposed to unapproved actors. Survey 
respondents were not required to provide their names or other personal identification unless they 
volunteered to be contacted by email and phone for follow-up interviews, in which case, they 
were assigned pseudonyms. Survey instruments included space for respondents to indicate their 
consent for use of the information provided for inclusion in the study. The first page of the 
survey included a statement describing the data to be collected and an explanation that, by 
choosing to proceed to the actual survey questions, participants were granting consent to have 
their responses included in the study. Students who agreed to a telephone interview appear in the 
study under assigned pseudonyms to obscure their real identity from readers. Interviewees were 
advised before their interview that they could choose to discontinue their participation at any 
point with no adverse effect.  
All documents, forms, and recordings that were collected from participants were 
maintained under lock and key in a secure storage area in the office of the researcher. 
Participants were informed that, during this study, UNE’s IRB and the research committee that 
oversees the study would have access to the data collected. No information received from the 
participants was shared with any other party except in the guise of extrapolated and collated 
group data and telephone interview recapitulations or summaries that were incorporated into this 
report. 
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Potential Limitations 
The researcher is currently a faculty member at an institution with an online CBE degree 
program. The researcher’s affiliation with this institution could potentially raise questions about 
bias in the research and the implications in the conclusions of the study. To mitigate this concern, 
the researcher used bracketing or phenomenological reduction in the interview process. Another 
potential limitation of this study could be the setting (social media communication with current 
or former students). For qualitative criterion inquiry, a smaller study sample may be preferred, 
especially in a field that contains a small number of established players (Creswell, 2013). 
According to Kelchen (2016), the number of colleges and universities that offer online CBE 
degrees is still relatively few on the landscape of higher education, particularly those with full-
time enrollment (p. 52). 
Conclusion 
The phenomenon of stop-outs in nontraditional online CBE degree program is an 
important topic in need of new understanding and solutions by higher education leaders (Roll, 
2017). This chapter described the problem, purpose, and research question of the study as well as 
the setting, participants, data collection, analysis, participant protection, and potential limitations 
of the study. Subsequent chapters will demonstrate how the methodology described in this 
chapter supported findings, conclusions, and recommendations. Chapter 4 will provide analysis 
and discussion of the results from data collected in the surveys and interviews conducted during 
the study. Chapter 5 will include conclusions and recommendations based on discoveries found 
during analysis. References and appendices, including the survey instrument used for collection 
of quantitative data and the interview questions, will be found following the last chapter of this 
study. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
The purpose of this study was to examine factors associated with stop-outs involving 
nontraditional students in online CBE degree programs at regionally accredited colleges and 
universities to identify the primary reasons for stop-outs. This study explored the experiences of 
stop-outs to identify the most common risk factors of the phenomenon by investigating the role 
that nontraditional student demographics, the online learning environment, and/or the CBE 
learning model have in the decisions of nontraditional students to stop out of their degree 
programs. The study was designed to incorporate the elements of self-determination theory of 
student persistence (Kinsey, 2017) in the investigation of stop-out factors among the sample 
population. This theoretical perspective includes motivation to persist or recover from stop-out 
based on perception or satisfaction of competence, relatedness, and autonomy by the student.  
The study collected data through online surveys solicited via social media and personal 
interviews conducted by phone with volunteers from the survey respondents. The interviews 
were transcribed, responses were merged with survey responses, categorized, coded to identify 
emerging themes, and triangulated to demonstrate commonality. The results were interpreted to 
generate findings from this study. 
Data Collection and Analysis Overview 
This qualitative study was designed to explore the experiences of nontraditional students, 
primarily adult students age 25 or older. Forty-eight survey responses comprised the initial data 
set collected from open invitations posted on Facebook and LinkedIn pages to attract stop-outs 
from regionally accredited online CBE colleges and universities. The survey instrument was 
distributed and managed by REDCap and included sections that asked for demographic 
information, overall experience with online CBE programs, satisfaction with online CBE 
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programs, factors that influenced the decision to stop out, and any open-ended comments that the 
respondents might wish to include. The survey offered opportunity for participants to skip 
questions to which they preferred not to respond, and the completion percentage of each section 
of the survey varied. The median number of usable responses to survey questions was six. Study 
data were collected and managed using REDCap electronic data capture tools hosted at 
University of New England.  
Seven individuals representing three different online CBE institutions volunteered to 
participate in follow-up phone interviews. One of the volunteers was unresponsive when 
contacted. The six remaining volunteers were interviewed by phone. The semi-structured 
interviews included questions that mirrored the sections represented in the survey instrument and 
included opportunities to add commentary or to opt out. Each interview was recorded and 
transcribed by Rev.com Transcription Services, and each participant received a copy of their 
transcript for review and feedback prior to completion of the study. 
The researcher manually coded the interview and survey responses and performed 
manual triangulation of the data. The purpose of coding in qualitative research is to break down 
textual data to see what it contains that is relevant to the study and to reassemble the data to 
bring meaning to the findings of the study (Creswell, 2015, p. 156). According to Elliott (2018), 
there exists no consensus among experienced researchers and writers as to how coding should be 
conducted. The author utilized a minimal number of codes and themes in this study to align the 
data with the focus points of the research question without excluding outliers that might expand 
enquiry to additional perspectives reflected in the responses of participants based on their 
personal experiences with the phenomenon of stop-outs in online, CBE programs. 
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Figure 1. Triangulation Process for Summative Strategy Development. Adapted from “A 
framework for critical security factors that influence the decision of cloud adoption by Saudi 
government agencies,” by M. Alassafi, A. Alshdadi, R. Walters, & G. Wills, 2017, Telematics and 
Informatics, 31(5), p. 6. Copyright 2017 by Elsevier. 
 
Triangulation was used to analyze data from multiple sources, perspectives, or methods 
of collection to validate or reinforce the data while reducing researcher bias in the interpretation 
of the data (Denzin, 1973). The author first applied triangulation strategy as shown in Figure 1 to 
the collection of data from multiple perspectives and instruments that included presumptive 
evidence from established theory, written evidence from anonymous surveys, and conversational 
evidence from personal interviews with participants. This phase of data analysis was designed to 
discover the most common factors in the decision of participants to stop out of their degree 
programs. 
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Figure 2. Triangulation Process for Summative Statement Development. Adapted from “A 
framework for critical security factors that influence the decision of cloud adoption by Saudi 
government agencies,” by M. Alassafi, A. Alshdadi, R. Walters, & G. Wills, 2017, Telematics 
and Informatics, 31(5), p. 6. Copyright 2017 by Elsevier.  
 
The researcher then applied Denzin’s (1973) methodological approach to data 
triangulation (p. 301) in this study as shown in Figure 2 while categorizing responses from 
surveys and interviews. During this phase of analysis, the author coded the emerging factors and 
themes according to elements of the research question to explore the role of nontraditional 
demographics, the online learning environment, and the competency-based learning model in the 
decision of participants to stop out of college. Triangulation included elements of storytelling 
that provided additional data during interviews that explored the lived experiences of stop-outs. 
The culmination of this process of data collection and analysis is the summative statement that is 
presented as the findings of this study. 
Participant Demographics 
The nontraditional demographics in this study included 48 survey participants who were 
current or former online CBE students over the age of 25. They classified themselves as working 
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full time, independent of parental support, and a parent or spouse while in school. These 
participants were individuals who entered an online CBE college degree program more than a 
year after high school and identified themselves as part of the nontraditional student population. 
Table 1 illustrates the distribution of data generated by the survey questions related to the 
demographic identifiers of survey participants.  
Table 1. 
Demographic information 
Gender Sample Percent 
Female 6 100% 
Male 0 0% 
Age   
Over age 25 6 100% 
Race   
White 7 88% 
Black 1 12% 
Employment   
Full time before stop-out 
Did not work full time 
5 
1 
83% 
17% 
Marital status   
Married or cohabitating during stop-out 
Single 
5 
3 
63% 
37% 
Parenting   
Parenting before stop-out 
Not Parenting 
5 
3 
63% 
37% 
Independence   
Lived away from parents 
Lived with parents 
4 
1 
80% 
20% 
Tuition expenses   
No contributions from family 
Family paid part of expenses 
3 
2 
60% 
40% 
 
Note. Not every survey participant responded to every survey question. The sample 
column value shown in Table 1 for each row represents the number of responses recorded 
for that question. 
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Survey responses provided valuable but limited data to the researcher. With 48 total 
survey participants, and 22 complete surveys, the median number of questions answered was six. 
Few participants answered all the questions. Participants did not skip the same questions or 
follow a pattern. One possible hypothesis for the low median response rate may be related to the 
number and personal nature of the survey questions and the cost/benefit analysis that survey 
participants may have reconsidered after being attracted to the survey by the chance to win the 
$100 Amazon gift card. The limited survey data was supplemented by the more robust responses 
from the interviews that followed the surveys. 
While completing the online survey, seven survey respondents volunteered for a follow-
up telephone interview. One of the volunteers was unresponsive to outreach by the researcher. 
Six interviews were completed. Participants in the interviews responded to ten semi-structured 
questions that provided opportunity for them to add perspective to their survey responses and to 
contribute additional commentary based on their own lived experiences with stop-out. Each 
interviewee shared information about their experiences with multiple colleges and universities 
they had attended and offered comparisons between their traditional on campus attendance and 
their online attendance. The participants, as a group, listed among their alma maters well-known 
regionally accredited four-year colleges and universities including those with online CBE degree 
programs. Each participant was assigned a pseudonym for reporting purposes.  
Masine 
Masine identified as a White female, married, parenting, and currently employed in 
higher education. Masine earned her first degree at a traditional university where she stopped out 
after her first semester. Relating her experience, Masine said, “I did one semester, and I just 
didn’t do good, so I withdrew. A few years later, I decided to go back. That’s when I stuck 
through it and finished my bachelor’s degree.” 
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After relocating for a new job, Masine eventually enrolled in an online university and 
became familiar with the CBE model. While earning her master’s degree online, Masine 
experienced two stop-outs from her online program. She stopped out for nearly a year after 
experiencing a major medical event that kept her away from school during treatment and 
recovery. Masine later stopped out for another nine months due to major surgery, but she 
returned to school and finished her master’s degree online. Reflecting on her overall online 
experience, Masine said:  
I think one of the most important things was self-reliance, but also independence on just 
taking on most goals and being able to get them done without having to have somebody 
there to push me. The way I explain it to people now, I don't have, you don't have people 
holding your hand to watch over your every step. I think that was good. I didn't have that, 
no. I had to do it on my own. I think it helped me to learn the skills needed for that 
independent study, but then to use those skills throughout work and family and 
everything. 
Etta 
Etta identified as a determined Black female with an extended and complicated, but “in it 
to win it” journey towards her degree. Etta explained:  
I’ve been going to school on and off all the way from 1988 to 2020. In 2018, I got my 
AA in Liberal Arts. I’m still in school now. I have my degree, and now I’m going for my 
BA. 
Etta’s path to a degree began at a traditional college where she attended class on campus 
with the intention of earning a degree that would lead to a career in the travel industry. Twenty 
years later, after changing schools and experiencing stop-out due to relocation and medical 
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issues, and despite family and others telling her that she “never will get [her] degree,” Etta 
earned a degree from an online, CBE program. Etta credits the support system in her online CBE 
program for part of her ability to persist and to recover from stop-outs: “I feel like I belong. If I 
have a problem, I can go to my advisor or I can go to my teacher. If I need help with my 
classwork, I can do it over.” 
Jamila 
Jamila identified as a White female, married, parenting, and currently employed as a 
science teacher. Jamila first experienced stop-out when she was earning a bachelor’s degree at a 
traditional on-campus university. After returning to complete her first degree, Jamila later 
enrolled online in CBE master’s degree programs at two different universities. At the time of her 
interview, Jamila was stopped out and planning to return to complete her master’s program. 
Jamila explained her stop-outs and the factors that influenced each withdrawal:  
I ended up having like 11 hours I needed to finish by the end of 2006 after four years, and 
I was like, ‘I’m done. I’m tapped out.’ I can’t do another year at that time. So, I went 
ahead and went to work. And anyway, I ended up pregnant with my son. So, I went back 
to school in January 2008 and finished up my college hours. And then I had my son, and 
then I started teaching. 
Based on feedback and encouragement from students in her science classes, Jamila 
decided to pursue a master’s degree in mental health counseling, and she enrolled in an online 
CBE degree program. She continued her explanation:  
A lot of it was writing papers, and I was doing that while I was teaching and had a four-
year-old son, so it was a lot. So, I looked into just getting my master’s in education (at 
another online, CBE university). I did a semester of that. I just really didn’t think that’s 
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what I wanted to do. That’s why I’m teaching science. So, I went ahead and did a 
master’s in biology education and ended up…I’m about probably a semester of work or 
less away from graduating right now. I want to go back and get it done, and I just have to 
find the financial aid.  
When asked to comment on the most important thing that she remembered about her 
online CBE college experiences, Jamila said, “My advisors, without question. The advisors and 
the course mentors, they are critical. My chemistry tutor was phenomenal. Once you get to know 
somebody and you have that connection, you want to, for me at least, I wanted to be successful 
for her as much as myself.” 
Charlene 
Charlene identified as a White female, married, and a parent while in college. Charlene 
first experienced stop-out while attending a traditional university. She later enrolled in an online 
CBE degree program, and she experienced more than one break during her journey to a degree. 
Asked to comment on her thought process when deciding to pursue her degree online, Charlene 
stated:  
All I needed was the degree. I didn’t need the social interaction, and I felt like I could 
handle any additional resources needed, that I didn’t need to go to class. And I wanted to 
save time by driving there and driving home, in addition to working full time. 
Sarah 
Sarah identified as a White female, single, and a parent while attending college. Sarah 
stopped out of college the first time while attending a traditional university. She recalled of that 
experience, “Well, my first go around to college was right out of high school. It was short, failed 
out miserably because I wasn’t serious about it.” Sarah eventually returned to the same 
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university about 10 years later and finished her undergraduate degree. Asked about her decision 
to return to school more than a decade after earning her bachelor’s degree and her reasons for 
selecting an online program, Sarah explained, “I wanted either a master’s in social work or a 
master’s in counseling that was accredited, that I could get a license to get a private practice. 
You can’t be a counselor without the right degree.”  
Sarah said that as a single mom, she was looking for graduate programs that offered 
online classes all the time. About 10 years ago, a school reached out to her and offered the right 
degree program at the right time to meet her needs. Of her current stop-out status, Sarah stated, 
“I have taken all the classes. The colloquiums were kind of a nightmare, but they’re done. The 
only thing left is my internship, and it’s expensive. It’s a money issue at this point.” 
Lena 
Lena identified as a White female, married, divorced, and parenting while in college. 
Lena explained that her path to a degree included multiple institutions and stop-out episodes 
from the time that she first entered college at a traditional institution right after high school:  
I went away to school. My parents were in Ohio, I moved to Idaho, spent a year there. In 
the meantime, my parents moved to Utah. I came back there and got married and started 
having kids. Later on, down the road, I started taking one or two classes here and there at 
a community college where I worked, and then took some online courses because I was 
in a distant rural location. And then we moved. My husband just kept moving, so I 
decided that I needed to find something online that I could continue through the program. 
I just kept getting interrupted. Every time we moved, I’d lose credits. 
Lena eventually enrolled in an online CBE degree program and finished both a bachelor’s 
degree and a master’s degree at that institution with only one stop-out while single parenting five 
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children and working full time after going through a divorce. When asked why she was able to 
persist and complete her degrees online with less interruptions, Lena recalled:  
From my adult college experience, I would say that it meant more to me. I had a degree I 
wanted to get, and I had a goal that I was working towards because I had specific goals in 
my career that I knew I wanted to reach. 
Stop-out Factors 
The researcher framed the study from self-determination theory of student persistence to 
investigate the impact of specific factors in the decision of students to stop out. Questions posed 
to the survey and interview participants were designed to discover the level at which key factors 
in the motivation to persist were experienced. The researcher employed psychometric scaling to 
give participants the option to indicate how they felt about specific aspects of their online CBE 
experiences to provide insight to the factors that influenced their decision to stop out. During 
follow-up interviews, the researcher asked open-ended questions to give participants the 
opportunity to state and expound in detail upon the factors that influenced their decisions to stop 
out. 
Competency-Based Education Learning Model   
Survey respondents were asked to indicate on a Likert scale of not important, somewhat 
important, very important, or extremely important their dislike for the CBE learning model and 
their access to online CBE degree programs. Among the survey respondents, 25% identified a 
dislike of the CBE learning model as a “very important” factor in their decision to stop out, while 
75% indicated that dislike for the CBE model was “not important” as  a factor in their decision to 
stop out;  20% identified dissatisfaction with access in their online CBE program as a “somewhat 
important” factor in their decision to stop out while 80% indicated that their online CBE program 
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access was “not important” as a factor in their decision to stop out. Jamila said of her online CBE 
program,” I didn't really have time to go to a traditional university or didn't feel like I would. 
And then the competency based, the idea behind it was that I was going to be able to knock out 
more.” Lena commented that her online CBE program allowed her to complete her courses and 
degrees faster: “They just get you hooked because you’ve only got so many left. I took two more 
semesters and finished my master’s.” 
Online Environment  
Among the survey respondents, none identified the online social environment as an 
important factor in their decision to stop out: 100% indicated that the social environment was 
“not important” as a factor in their stop-out experience. Lena said in her interview that her school 
had done “a really good job of building an online community.” She was impressed that she could 
connect not only with faculty but also with other students and study buddies via social media 
“even across all different states.” Charlene recalled that she had access to resources “any time I 
wanted, the middle of the night, some on the weekends.”  
Asked to rate the quality of instruction received in their online CBE degree programs as 
very poor, poor, only fair, good, very good, or excellent 16.7% identified “poor” quality of 
instruction as a factor in their decision to stop out while 83.3% indicated that their instruction 
quality was “good.” Sarah noted that she received enough support from instructors “97% of the 
time.” Etta said that she felt like she had more support in from her online program than she had 
experienced while attending a traditional college: “If I have a problem, I can go to my teacher.” 
Applying a similar rating scale, survey respondents were divided in their rating of 
mentoring/advising in their online CBE degree programs: 16.7% rated this factor as very poor, 
16.7% rated it as poor, 16.7% rated it as only fair, 33.3% rated it very good, and 16.7% rated it 
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excellent. Jamila commented that the most important element to her experience in online CBE 
courses was the advisors she worked with. She raved about one advisor as “phenomenal,” while 
another advisor was not so good because he “was very dry, like he didn’t have time for me, or I 
felt like he didn’t really know what I was asking sometimes.” Sara noted, “As a single parent and 
a professional just trying to get to the next level, I was thrilled with the online experience.” 
Other Factors 
In addition to the questions that addressed the online or CBE aspects related to their stop-
out experiences, Question 6 on the survey requested information about other possible factors that 
influenced the decisions of participants to stop out of their programs. Several of these factors 
reflected the perceived importance of environmental concerns that characterize the lives of older 
or nontraditional students. Interview participants added perspective and insight to these factors 
based on their lived experiences as stop-outs from online CBE programs. 
Work. Among the survey respondents, 33% indicated that conflict between work and 
school was “not important” as a factor in their decision to stop out, but 17 % indicated it was 
“somewhat important,” 33% indicated it was “very important,” and 17 % indicated it was 
“extremely important.” Regarding the conflict between work and school, Sarah commented 
during her interview:  
The thing that is stopping me from graduating is they have a long serious internship that 
is basically full time, so you’ve got to work full time and do this internship full time or 
part time over a lot or quarters, and it’s expensive. 
Family. Among the survey respondents, 17% identified personal or family problems as a 
factor “not important” in their decision to stop out, but 33 % indicated this was “very important” 
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and 50% indicated that this was “extremely important” as a factor in their stop-out decision. 
When asked what was happening in her life at the time that caused her to stop out, Lena said:  
I probably just stopped mid-semester. I seem to have gone to five or six different schools 
when it’s all said and done. I just kept getting interrupted. I’m also a mother of five. Yes, 
and I work full time. I got divorced in there somewhere. But at some point, I got back on, 
and then finished everything. 
Finances. Among the survey respondents, 20% identified money problems or a need to 
work and earn more money as a “not important” factor in their decision to stop out, 20% 
indicated that it was “very important,” and 60% indicated that it was an “extremely important” 
factor. Sarah echoed her survey response about the importance of financial concerns in the stop-
out decision by stating, “I’ve had a lot of health problems which have precluded me from doing a 
lot of things. But, really, it’s a money issue at this point.”  
Jamila spoke in greater detail about her multiple stop-outs due to financial concerns: 
I wanted to go back and get it done. And right now, I’m in that position again where I 
want to go back and get it done and I just have to find the financial aid to get that done 
just because of the amount of financial aid I already have out there. That was part of my 
decisions, too, that I didn’t have the funds more or less to basically go back to school, and 
I really couldn’t pay for it out of pocket. Teachers don’t make a whole lot of money, so 
without funding, that’s where I’m at right now. 
Rigor. Among the survey respondents, 25% indicated that course difficulty was “not 
important,” and 75% identified the rigor of college courses as a “somewhat important” factor in 
their decision to stop out. In contrast to the survey indications that might seem to suggest that 
students stopped out because of difficult courses, comments received from follow-up interview 
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participants did not indicate that any of them stopped out because of concerns about the rigor of 
their college courses.  
Charlene commented that despite her concerns going into her program that she might not 
have access to instructors and resources, she was happy to discover that she did have access to 
everything she needed. In the end, because of her work experience that was relevant to many of 
her classes, she noted, “It was way easier than I thought it was going to be.” Jamila stated that 
she did not have any qualms about the rigor of her online CBE program:  
I really wasn’t worried about that. I needed something that I could do while raising a 
young child and working full time. I didn’t really have time to go to a traditional 
university, and then with competency based, I was going to be able to knock out more. 
Burnout. Among the survey respondents, 17% indicated that taking a break from college 
was “not important,” 33 % indicated that it was “somewhat important,” 33% indicated that it was 
“very important,” and 17% identified the need to just take a break from college as an “extremely 
important” factor in their decision to stop out. Jamila said, “I told them I just needed to stop, and 
they were receptive. They understood. I had to go on a mandatory break.” Jamila recalled her 
stop-out with sadness stating:  
I was hoping I would be done early as opposed to missing a couple semesters. We had a 
couple of tragedies. I lost a student, and then my grandfather passed. Then another 
student. My teacher, he was killed. So, it was like boom, boom, boom, all these things 
happened. And that’s kind of when my master’s program just stalled out. 
Synthesis 
The researcher combined and contrasted the data received from the surveys and the 
interviews in this study to develop interpretations and findings. Table 2 represents a summarized 
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synthesis and comparison of the responses from survey participants and interview participants. 
The data collected from each group indicates the degree of importance that each group assigned 
to the factors that influenced their decisions to stop out. 
        Table 2. 
Summarized Synthesis of Survey and Interview Data 
Stop-out 
Factors Experienced Agreed 
Primary 
Stop-out 
Factor 
Had conflicts between work and school 67% 20% 
Did not like competency-based courses or 
assessments 
25%  
I couldn't get into a program I wanted 20%  
Wanted to be at another college or university 20%  
The online format was too impersonal 0%  
Had problems with transferring credits 20%  
Had family or personal problems* 83% 20% 
Needed to work more to earn money for college or 
university** 
80% 40% 
Courses were too hard 75%  
Courses were not relevant 60%  
Needed a break from college or university 83% 20% 
The college or university was not what I expected 60%  
Changed career plans 83%  
*67% of interview respondents reported medical problems were the primary stop-out 
factor 
**33% of interview respondents reported finances were the primary stop-out factor 
 
Summary of Findings 
The researcher designed this study to explore the experiences of nontraditional students 
that identified themselves as stop-outs from online CBE degree programs and to discover the 
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most common factors that influenced the decisions to stop out among this group. The interview 
participants shared with the researcher comments and responses about their own personal lives 
and experiences as stop-outs. The findings from the interviews supported the findings from the 
surveys. When asked on the survey to consider all contributing factors but to identify the main 
reason for their decision to stop out, 20% identified personal or family issues as the main reason 
for their stop-out; 20% identified finances as the main reason for their stop-out; 20% identified a 
conflict between work and school as the main reason for their stop-out; and 40% identified 
medical issues as the main reason for their stop-out. When asked the same question in the 
interviews, 67% of the interviewees cited personal health or medical issues as the main reason 
for their stop-out, and 33% cited a need to take a break from school to focus on family, work, or 
financial priorities. The demographic composition of the interviewees reflected similarity to the 
demographic character of the survey sample group.  
The data collected by the researcher reflected the lived experiences of the target group. 
Data analysis in this study was conducted in the light of established theory, and the findings were 
presented in this chapter. Chapter Five provides further review of the data collected and analyzed 
in this study, interpretation of the findings, implications related to the findings, recommendations 
for future action and study, and the conclusion to this study. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 
The literature reflects many studies that researchers have conducted over the past 50 
years to add knowledge and understanding to the issue of student persistence (Kinsey, 2017). As 
the nontraditional student population has grown in recent years as a percentage of overall college 
enrollment and public demand has increased to lower the rising cost of higher education, more 
institutions have introduced more nontraditional degree programs and modalities including 
online and CBE programs. Absent from the literature about student stop-outs and persistence are 
credible studies of nontraditional student persistence factors in online CBE degree programs. 
This study collected and analyzed data to help fill this gap in understanding. 
Review of Research Question and Summary of Responses 
The research question was:  
What role do nontraditional student demographics, the online learning environment, 
and/or the CBE learning model have in the decisions of nontraditional students to stop 
out of their degree programs? 
The researcher asked this question with an expectation that factors expressed by 
participants in the study as most influential in their decisions to stop out would align with the 
motivation factors expressed in self-determination theory of student persistence (Kinsey, 2017). 
This theory posits the charge that persistence depends on the satisfaction of perceived 
competence, autonomy, and relatedness as students experience their college programs (Chen & 
Jang, 2010).  
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Interpretation and Alignment of Findings with Literature 
Findings in this study identified both similarities and dissimilarities with the established 
theories reviewed in the literature on student persistence and attrition. Previous studies on 
student persistence investigated factors that influenced persistence of both traditional and 
nontraditional students and both traditional and nontraditional degree programs.  
According to Kinsey (2017), early studies focused on persistence by traditional college 
students in traditional settings for higher education. Spady (1970) found that factors related to 
the academic and social systems of the university must be considered critical to understanding 
persistence of college students. According to Spady (1970), students made the decision to stay in 
college or drop out based on their satisfaction with both the academic system of their school and 
the social system at their school. Exploring a similar hypothesis about the correlation between 
student persistence and the sense of connection to the university, Moore (1973) introduced and 
advanced the theory of transactional distance and found that physical separation from campus 
caused higher dropout rates. According to Tinto (1975), college students made the decision to 
stop out or otherwise cease to persist because of dissatisfaction with either academic or social 
factors at their schools. Tinto (1975) placed heavy emphasis on the need for strong social 
integration to prevent institutional departure or lack of persistence. Bean (1980) and Astin (1984) 
found that persistence was driven by satisfaction with the college experience or the level of 
involvement, respectively. The experiences indicated by participants in this study did not agree 
with the earlier findings of Spady (1970), Moore (1973), Tinto (1975), Bean (1980), and Astin 
(1984).  
Table 2 illustrated that none of the survey responses about the importance of social 
connections at their institutions played an important role in the decisions of the participants to 
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stop out. While 75% of the survey responses reflected in Table 2 indicated that students felt their 
online CBE courses were too hard, none listed their academic concerns as a primary factor in 
their decision to stop out. Interview participants in this study expounded upon their experiences 
and did not mention course rigor as a primary factor in their decisions to stop out.  
Reflecting on the important aspects of her online college and stop-out experience, Masine 
noted that she liked the fact that there were social interactions in her traditional college program, 
but she did not do well academically. Masine recalled of her online program, “I could get as 
much done as quickly as possible. I think one of the most important things was self-reliance, but 
also independence on just taking on most goals and being able to get them done.” Charlene 
stated, “All I needed was the degree. I did not need the social interaction.” 
Kinsey (2017) noted that as the popularity of distance education and the growth of 
nontraditional student enrollment increased, persistence studies began to include examination of 
factors that were more impactful for nontraditional students. Studies found that adult students 
were motivated to persist according to their experiences with factors external to their schools and 
programs (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Chen & Jang, 2010). Noting a growing trend of college 
enrollment that consisted of more nontraditional students that were older, less than full time, or 
residing off campus, Bean and Metzner (1985) explored the impact of factors that were unique to 
these students compared to traditional students and developed a theory of persistence that 
recognized the greater influence of external and environmental factors on student persistence. 
Chen and Jang (2010) focused their research specifically on students in online courses and found 
that persistence was driven by satisfaction of external needs and motivations. The findings from 
this study agreed with existing literature and research by Bean and Metzner (1985) and Chen and 
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Jang (2010) about the importance of external or environmental factors on stop-out decisions and 
persistence.  
Table 2 demonstrated that 67% of responding participants in the survey for this study 
indicated that they experienced a conflict between work and school responsibilities, and 20% 
indicated that this conflict with external factors was the primary reason for their decision to stop 
out. Commenting on her decision to stop out, Charlene recalled that she needed to focus on 
family obligations for a while and chose to return and finish her degree in an online program 
because, “I didn’t need to go to class, and I wanted to save time driving there and driving home 
in addition to working full time.” 
Alignment with Nontraditional Student Attrition Theory 
In survey responses and interview discussions, most participants in this study indicated 
that despite multiple factors that influenced their experiences, the primary reasons for their 
decision to stop out were external or environmental issues unrelated to their academic or social 
involvement at their school. Sarah stated that she only needed access to a professor, not access to 
25 other students. Sarah also indicated that she stopped out of college the first time because she 
was simply not serious about going to school and failed miserably, but when she stopped out of 
her online CBE program years later, it was because of financial pressures and health issues.  
Lena indicated that when she enrolled in her online CBE program as a nontraditional 
student, she did not need the social interaction and involvement that had been important to her 
when she first entered college right after high school. As a returning student, she was more 
mature, focused, and independent. Her stop-out came when she was forced to make life 
adjustments as a recently divorced mother of five children. 
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The findings of this study supported the nontraditional student attrition theory advanced 
by Bean and Metzner (1985). Data collected in the stop-out survey for this study indicated that 
most students cited external factors as the primary reason for their lack of persistence. Responses 
showed that 20% left school because they needed a break from school; 20% left because of 
personal or family problems; 20% left because of conflicts between work and school; and 40% 
left because they needed to work and earn additional money to pay for school. These findings 
agreed with the report of Bean and Metzner (1985) that persistence by nontraditional students 
was influenced more by external factors and environmental issues than by the social and 
academic climate of their schools.  
Alignment with Self-Determination Theory 
Deci and Ryan (1985), addressing questions of motivational theory from a psychological 
perspective, introduced self-determination theory and posited that student performance and grit 
(persistence) are determined by the level of perceived self-efficacy or the ability to succeed 
(competency); flexibility, independency, or freedom of choice (autonomy); and sense of 
belonging, connection, or affection (relatedness). Survey and interview questions in this study 
asked participants to discuss their motivation for persistence. Participants in this study did not 
indicate that dissatisfaction with these motivational needs was a major factor in their decisions to 
stop out. 
None of the participants in this study indicated that a lack of confidence or self-efficacy 
as defined by Artino (2012) influenced their decision to stop out. Four out of five participants in 
this study indicated that they were independent of parental support as a nontraditional student. 
Several participants highlighted the experience of independence, flexibility, or autonomy in their 
online CBE degree programs. Etta remarked that she chose to attend online classes in part 
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because she “got sick of catching the bus every day” as well as dealing with teachers and 
classmates. She indicated that she preferred the online environment because she could study in 
the privacy of her home and only receive faculty support when needed. Masine recalled that she 
enjoyed her online program because it allowed her the freedom or flexibility to “move through 
courses faster” or at the pace of her own choosing.  
When asked in the survey if they felt that their online CBE program environment was too 
impersonal, 100% of the respondents indicated that this was not an important factor in their 
experience. Given the opportunity during interviews to expound upon their experiences with 
connection, affection, or relatedness with their online CBE programs, Etta exclaimed that she 
“loved it.” Lena noted that her institution had done a “really good job of building a sense of 
community.” Jamila remembered that she felt bad that she had let down her mentors and 
instructors whenever she did not do well or decided to leave school before completing her 
degree. The findings from this study affirmed and supported earlier research presented by Deci 
and Ryan (1985) which found that students were motivated to persist when their needs for 
feeling competent, independent, and connected had been satisfied. 
Alignment with Self-determination Theory of Student Persistence 
 Based upon the research of Deci and Ryan (1985), Chen and Jang (2010) applied SDT to 
an online learning study and validated the basic hypothesis of SDT. Kinsey (2017) identified the 
application of SDT in online learning as the self-determination theory of student persistence. 
This study explored persistence and the factors most common in stop-out among students in 
online CBE programs. This study found that self-determination and persistence were positively 
influenced by student-perceived competence, autonomy, and relatedness. 
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Competence 
Existing literature referencing SDT suggests that students are motivated to persist and 
avoid stop-out when they experience the pleasure of successfully developing skills to manage 
their environment (Evans, 2015, p. 68). Among the survey participants in this study, 92% did not 
respond to the question about perceived course difficulty. Only 8% of the participants responded 
to the question, and three out of four respondents felt that their courses were too hard as shown 
in Figure 3. While 75% of survey respondents felt their online CBE courses were too hard, none 
of these respondents, however, indicated that course difficulty was the main reason for their stop-
out.  
 
Figure 3. Importance of rigor in online programs as a factor for nontraditional stop-outs. 
During follow up interviews, none of the participants suggested that their decision to stop 
out of their online CBE program was related to course difficulty. Charlene recalled that she was 
initially concerned that she might not have access to enough support from faculty or other 
resources in an online CBE program, but she found that she had more than enough support and 
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her courses were easier than she anticipated because of her work experience. Lena noted that she 
felt more than competent enough to do well in online CBE programs because she was older and 
more focused as a returning student than when she was a younger student in a traditional degree 
program. 
The researcher concluded that the contradiction between the survey responses and the 
absence of concern about rigor in the primary reasons reported for stop-out, supported by 
reflections from personal interviews, indicated that students in this study felt competent in their 
ability to pass difficult college courses and to complete rigorous degree programs. The indication 
from this study was that students experienced a satisfactory level of competence in their online 
CBE degree programs. 
Autonomy 
Ackerman (2020) argued that students were motivated to persist under the principles of 
SDT when they felt in control of their own decisions or destiny. When given the opportunity to 
add comments during the survey or the interview process, more than one student cited flexibility 
with attendance, pacing, or the learning model as reasons that they pursued or enjoyed their 
online and CBE degree programs. One anonymous response in the survey stated, “I have enjoyed 
teaching myself many of my classes.” Masine recalled, “I could get as much done as quickly as 
possible…it was just a little bit easier for me to not have to be places at certain times.” 
 A sense of freedom, volition, or flexibility represents autonomy. Participants in this 
study commented that autonomy was important and recommended that future students consider 
the importance of this aspect of online CBE programs. Participants’ observations in this study 
indicated that the students were satisfied with the feeling of autonomy in their programs. 
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Relatedness 
According to SDT as interpreted by Cherry (2019), students need to feel a sense of 
connection or belonging in order to experience the relatedness motivation needed to persist. 
Figure 4 captured the relatedness factor indicated in the survey. While only 10% of the survey 
participants responded to the question of relatedness and personal connection in their online 
program, none of the participants in the study indicated that lack of social elements or 
involvement with their schools was a factor in their decision to stop out. In agreement with the 
priorities indicated in survey responses, all interviewees indicated that they found value in their 
courses and degrees and felt a sense of connection or support from their programs. 
 
Figure 4. Importance of social connection in online programs as a factor for nontraditional stop-
outs. 
More than one student offered high praise and affection for their school and for the 
faculty and staff. When asked how she felt about her online program, Etta noted, “I really loved 
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it…. I love the online program. It's a lot better.” Lena commented, “It just helped to have that 
sense of community. You felt like this is my cohort, these are my people.” Jamila stated:  
I had an amazing advisor there. She really did a great job. I almost felt like I was letting 
her down because I wasn't able to get it together to finish there. So, I guess, to some 
degree, I felt like I was letting her down because she had been so supportive in that. 
When given an opportunity to discuss relatedness during personal interviews, none of the 
participants indicated that they were dissatisfied with the social connection experienced in their 
programs. Sarah, representative of the nontraditional student demographic, pointed out that she 
was an older student when she enrolled in her online CBE program and stated, “I surely didn’t 
need a bunch of interaction from a bunch of millennials or a bunch of people that wanted to talk 
a lot. I was on a mission.” The researcher concluded from the survey and interview responses in 
this study, considered all together, that these nontraditional students felt a satisfactory level of 
connection, affection, or relatedness in their online CBE degree programs. 
Most of the major studies and established theories of persistence published prior to this 
study held that the social connection between students and their colleges or universities was a 
critical factor to prevent attrition or stop-out (Aljohani, 2016; Kinsey, 2017). This study found 
this earlier hypothesis did not hold true. Instead, the findings of this study supported theories of 
persistence that emphasized a greater dependence on control of environmental or external factors 
as suggested by Bean and Metzner (1985) or the satisfaction of the need for competence, 
autonomy, and relatedness proposed in self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985). 
Implications  
Nontraditional students are categorized as such because they represent a demographic 
that differs from that which has long been assumed of a typical college student. Similarly, 
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nontraditional education models like online and CBE programs differ from the college 
environments that have long been assumed to represent a typical college program. According to 
reports by Higher Learning Advocates, times and landscapes have changed from the old 
traditions in higher education (Cini, 2019). Persistence studies and thought must change as well 
(MacDonald, 2018; Bowles-Therriault & Krivoshey, 2014). The findings of this study indicated 
that most nontraditional students were satisfied with their experiences in nontraditional learning 
models like online CBE degree programs and that these nontraditional programs had less 
influence on persistence or the decision to stop out than the external factors that these students 
experienced while attending school. 
The most common reasons for stop-out among nontraditional students in online CBE 
degree programs in this study were not related primarily to the online environment or the CBE 
learning model. Table 2 illustrated that two of every three survey respondents indicated that the 
quality of online CBE instruction and mentoring or advising was acceptable and was not an 
important factor in their decisions to stop out. Every survey respondent indicated that the online 
social environment or connection to their school was acceptable and was not a factor in their 
decision to stop out. Every participant interviewed for this study indicated satisfaction with the 
instruction and mentoring experienced in their online CBE degree program. The findings of this 
study suggested that the most common stop-out factors reflected external issues that were 
prevalent in the nontraditional student demographic.  
Much has been researched and written to document the unique barriers to persistence 
faced by working adults or nontraditional students in college (Marcus, 2019a; Schwartz, 2019; 
Hess, 2019). The findings of this study affirmed the barriers established in the literature. Adult 
students over the age of 25 were more likely to experience challenges to their ability to remain in 
67 
 
school because of higher incidences of conflict between school and the pressures of jobs, 
finances, and personal or family issues or obligations that accompany adulthood rather than 
issues with the learning environment or learning model. The data in this study implied that stop-
out was most often caused by the working adult status that conflicted with student status more 
than the type of school or learning environment for the degree program. 
 Existing literature has demonstrated that online education and the CBE learning model 
are becoming more mainstream in higher education in 2020 (Anderson, 2018; Dusst & 
Winthrop, 2019). This is good news for the hundreds of institutions (Fain, 2019) that are now 
offering or preparing to offer these nontraditional degree programs and for the many thousands 
of working adults and nontraditional students that are seeking a more affordable and more 
convenient pathway to a degree. The growth and acceptance of these programs is also good news 
for the American economy because lower costs of higher learning mean lower levels of student 
loan debt, which has been a major threat to economic stability in America (Berman, 2019). 
 The data collected in this study indicated troubling trends while confirming the growth 
and acceptance on nontraditional learning environments in higher education. Persistence to 
graduation and the success of nontraditional students in college still depends heavily on 
demographic factors as much as scholarship. Participants in this study indicated that most 
working adults may have a hard time staying in school without stopping out due to competing 
life responsibilities of family, finances, and jobs.  
Recommendations for Action 
Colleges and universities, employers, and government agencies should work together to 
create more support for working adult students if the stop-out rate is to be lowered and the 
graduation rate raised for this demographic. The nontraditional student demographic is now 
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considered the new traditional demographic. Scholarships, grants, tuition assistance or 
reimbursement, flextime on the job, free childcare, community service for student loan offsets, 
tax breaks for students, and other programs should be explored to help increase and promote 
college completion for working adults (Chen & Hossler, 2017; Lane, Michelau, & Palmer, 
2012). Studies have shown that investments in a more educated workforce will pay great 
dividends for the American economy (Bergeron & Martin, 2015; Looney & Yannelis, 2015). 
Recommendations for Further Study 
 This study explored the lived experiences of a small group of stop-outs. The data that was 
collected and the findings that were presented in the study of this small group added new 
understanding and insight into the problem of student persistence in America, especially among 
nontraditional students in online CBE degree programs. The impact of the study was limited by 
its size. 
 A more in-depth study with a much larger sample representing a larger distribution of 
degree programs and schools could yield a better view of the phenomenon. Though the invitation 
to participate in this study was presented in open and diverse social media environments, 100% 
of the respondents identified as females. Despite hundreds if not thousands of colleges and 
universities now offering online or CBE degree programs (Lederman, 2019), only three different 
schools were identified as the alma mater of participants in this study. A new study that includes 
a more diverse and representative population sample would offer greater credibility and 
perspective in its findings. 
Focus on Leaders 
 Further research should be aimed at the extent, proportion, or frequency of stop-outs in 
online CBE degree programs. Multiple universities advertise enrollments surpassing 100,000 
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students in online and CBE programs (Lederman, 2019). As enrollment continues to expand in 
such programs, the potential impacts need to be explored further. New research conducted in 
such leading and trend-setting institution settings should be undertaken for public consumption 
to increase understanding of this phenomenon. 
Social and Economic Impact 
 Attendant to the phenomenon of stop-outs, especially among working adults, is the 
question of economic impact. Studies have shown potential negative social and economic factors 
that manifest after stop-out, including a proportional increase of college dropout or stay-out; 
increase of student loan debt without degree; and increase of student loan delinquency against 
the U.S. Treasury with potential to cripple or crash the economy and degrade the social fabric of 
America (Arnold, 2019; Healey, 2019). Further investigation of the relationship between 
nontraditional student stop-out in online CBE degree programs and the social and economic 
impact in America is warranted. 
Conclusion 
 Improving the knowledge and understanding of factors that cause stop-outs among 
nontraditional students in online CBE degree programs is a necessary precursor to developing 
effective interventions. Reducing stop-outs and the negative impact on individual students, 
families, communities, higher learning institutions, and the American economy is made possible 
through new insights into the phenomenon. Through exploration of lived experiences of stop-
outs, this study affirmed the principal motivations to persist advocated by self-determination 
theory of student persistence and added specific new perspective to the body of literature on 
persistence relative to the growing demographic of nontraditional students in nontraditional 
online CBE degree programs.  
70 
 
 
References  
Ackerman, C. (2020, January 2). Self-determination theory of motivation: Why intrinsic 
motivation matters. [Blog post].  PositivePsychology. Retrieved from 
https://positivepsychology.com /self-determination-theory 
Adams, S. (2019, March 28). Meet the English professor creating the billion-dollar college of the 
future. Forbes. Retrieved from https://www.forbes.com/sites/susanadams/2019/03/28 
/meet-the-english-professor-creating-the-billion-dollar-college-of-the-
future/#2ccf7c93426b  
Akers, B., & Chingos, M. M. (2016). Game of loans: The rhetoric and reality of student debt. 
US: Princeton University Press. doi:10.2307/j.ctt1wf4cnf  
Aljohani, O. (2016). A comprehensive review of the major studies and theoretical models of 
student retention in higher education. Higher Education Studies, 6(2), 1. 
doi:10.5539/hes.v6n2p1  
Anderson, L. (2018). Competency‐based education: Recent policy trends. The Journal of 
Competency‐Based Education, 3(1), e01057-n/a. doi:10.1002/cbe2.1057 
Arnold, C. (2019, December 9). Student loans a lot like the subprime mortgage debacle, 
watchdog says. NPR. Retrieved from https://www.npr.org/2019/12/09/ 
785527874/student-loans-a-lot-like-the-subprime-mortgage-debacle-watchdog-says 
Artino, A. R. (2012). Academic self-efficacy: From educational theory to instructional practice. 
Perspectives on Medical Education, 1(2), 76–85. http://doi.org/10.1007/s40037-012-
0012-5 
71 
 
Astin, A. W. (1984). Student involvement: A developmental theory for higher education. Journal 
of College Student Development, 40(5), 518. Retrieved from https://www.middlesex 
.mass.edu/ace/downloads/astininv.pdf 
Atchley, T. W., Wingenbach, G., & Akers, C. (2013). Comparison of course completion and 
student performance through online and traditional courses. The International Review of 
Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 4(4). https://doi.org/10.19173 
/irrodl.v14i4.1461 
Baker, A. R., Andrews, B. D., & McDaniel, A. (2017). The impact of student loans on college 
access, completion, and returns. Sociology Compass, 11(6), n/a. doi:10.1111/soc4.12480 
Bean, J. (1980). Dropouts and turnover: The synthesis and test of a causal model of student 
attrition. Research in Higher Education, 12(2), 155-187. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007 
/BF00976194 
Bean, J., & Metzner, B. (1985). A conceptual model of non-traditional undergraduate student 
attrition. Review of Educational Research, 55(4), 485-540. http://dx.doi.org 
/10.3102/003465430 
Bergeron, D. A., & Martin, C. (2015). Strengthening our economy through college for all.  
Washington, DC: Center for American Progress. Retrieved from 
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-postsecondary/reports 
/2015/02/19/105522/strengthening-our-economy-through-college-for-all/ 
Berman, J. (2019, October 24). How wiping out $1.5 trillion in student debt would boost the 
economy. Retrieved from https://www.marketwatch.com/story/how-wiping-out-15-
trillion-in-student-debt-would-boost-the-economy-2019-09-09 
72 
 
Bowles-Therriault, S., & Krivoshey, A. (2014, August). College persistence indicators research 
review. Early Warning Systems in Education. Retrieved from https://www.air.org 
/sites/default/files/downloads /report/College-Persistence-Indicators-August-2014.pdf 
Brower, A. & Schejbal, D. (2017, September 25). Second-wave competency-based education: A 
focus on quality. [Blog post]. Higher Education Today. Retrieved from 
https://www.higheredtoday.org/2017/09/25/second-wave-competency-based-education-
focus-quality/  
Burke, A. (2019). Student retention models in higher education: A literature review. College and 
University, 94(2), 12-21. Retrieved from https://www.aacrao.org/research-
publications/quarterly-journals/college-university-journal/article/c-u-vol.-94-no.-2-
spring/student-retention-models-in-higher-education-a-literature-review 
Busta, H. (2019, March 29). How many colleges and universities have closed since 2016? [Blog 
post]. Education Dive. Retrieved from https://www.educationdive.com/news/how-many-
colleges-and-universities-have-closed-since-2016/539379/ 
Butrymowicz, S. (2017). Most colleges enroll many students who aren’t prepared for higher 
education. The Hechinger Report. Retrieved from http://hechingerreport.org/colleges-
enroll-students-arent-prepared-higher-education/ 
Carnevale, A., Jayasundera, T., Gulish, A. (2016). America’s divided recovery: College haves 
and have nots. Washington, DC: Georgetown University, Center on Education and the 
Workforce. Retrieved from https://1gyhoq479ufd3yna29x7ubjn-wpengine.netdna-
ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/Americas-Divided-Recovery-web.pdf 
73 
 
Cellini, S. & Turner, N. (2016, January). Gainfully employed? Assessing the employment and 
earnings of for-profit college students using administrative data. NBER Working Paper 
No. 22287. Retrieved from https://www.nber.org/papers/w22287 
Chen, J., & Hossler, D. (2017). The effects of financial aid on college success of two-year 
beginning nontraditional students. Research in Higher Education, 58(1), 40-76. 
doi:10.1007/s11162-016-9416-0 
Chen, K., & Jang, S. (2010). Motivation in online learning: Testing a model of self-
determination theory. Computers in Human Behavior, 26(4), 741-752. 
doi:10.1016/j.chb.2010.01.011 
Chen, X., Elliott, B.G., Kinney, S.K., Cooney, D., Pretlow, J., Bryan, M., Wu, J., Ramirez, N.A., 
and Campbell, T. (2019). (First Look) (NCES 2019-401). U.S. Department of Education. 
Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved from 
https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch. 
 Cherif, A., Movahedzadeh, F., Adams, G.E., & Dunning, J. (2013, April). Why do students fail? 
Student’s perspective. Paper presented at the 2013 NCA HLC Annual Conference, 
Chicago, IL. Retrieved from http://www.abourcherif.com/pdfs/Why%20Do 
%20Students%20Fail%20Final%20April%208%202013%20doc.pdf 
Cherry, K. (2019, October 7). Self-determination theory and motivation. verywellmind. Retrieved 
from https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-self-determination-theory-2795387 
Choy, S. (2002, August). Nontraditional undergraduates. (NCES 2002–012). U.S. Department of 
Education. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics.  Retrieved from 
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2002/2002012.pdf  
74 
 
Cilluffo, A. (2017, August 24). 5 facts about student loans. Fact Tank. Retrieved from 
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/08/24/5-facts-about-student-loans/  
Cini, M. (2019, July 18). What “persistence and retention” means for adult learners. [Blog post]. 
Insights & Outlooks. Retrieved from https://higherlearningadvocates.org 
/2019/07/18/what-persistence-and-retention-means-for-adult-learners/  
Cochran, J. D., Campbell, S. M., Baker, H. M., & Leeds, E. M. (2014, February). The role of 
student characteristics in predicting retention in online courses. Research in Higher 
Education, 55 (1), 27-48. doi:10.1007/s11162-013-9305-8 
College Board. (2017, October) Trends in college pricing 2017. Retrieved from 
https://trends.collegeboard.org/sites/default/files/2017-trends-in-college-pricing_0.pdf 
Complete College America. (2018). Corequisite remediation: Spanning the completion divide. 
Retrieved from http://ccaspanning.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/CCA-
SpanningTheDivide-ExecutiveSummary.pdf     
Creswell, J. (2015). 30 essential skills for the qualitative researcher. Los Angeles, CA: SAGE 
Creswell, J.W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among five approaches. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc. 
Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (1985). Intrinsic motivation and self-determination in human 
behavior. New York: Plenum Publishing Co. 
Denzin, N.K. (1973). The research act: A theoretical introduction to sociological methods. 
Piscataway, New Jersey: Transaction Publishers.  
Despard, M. R., Perantie, D., Taylor, S., Grinstein-Weiss, M., Friedline, T., & Raghavan, R. 
(2016). Student debt and hardship: Evidence from a large sample of low- and moderate-
75 
 
income households. Children and Youth Services Review, 70, 8-18. 
doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.09.001 
Dumbauld, B. (2015, October). 10 questions to help you choose a competency-based degree 
program. [Blog post]. StraighterLine. Retrieved from https://www.straighterline.com 
/blog/10-questions-to-choose-a-competency-based-degree-program/  
Dusst, E., & Winthrop, R. (2019, January 10). Top 6 trends in higher education [Blog post]. 
Brookings. Retrieved from https://www.brookings.edu/blog/education-plus-development 
/2019/01/10/top-6-trends-in-higher-education/ 
Elliott, V. (2018). Thinking about the Coding process in qualitative data analysis. The 
Qualitative Report, 23(11), 2850-2861. Retrieved from https://nsuworks.nova. 
edu/tqr/vol23/iss11/14 
Elliott, W. (2014). Student loans: Are we getting our money's worth? Change: The Magazine of 
Higher Learning, 46(4), 26-33. doi:10.1080/00091383.2014.925757 
Erisman, W., & Steele, P. (2015). Adult college completion in the 21st century: What we know 
and what we don’t. Washington, D.C.: Higher Ed Insight Retrieved from 
https://higheredinsight.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/adult_college_ 
completion_20151.pdf 
Evans, P. (2015). Self-determination theory: An approach to motivation in music education. 
Musicae Scientiae, 19(1). DOI: 10.1177/1029864914568044   
Fain, P. (2019, January 28). Slow and steady for competency-based education. Inside Higher Ed. 
Retrieved from https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/01/28/slow-growth-
competency-based-education-survey-finds-interest-and-optimism-about-it  
76 
 
Fain, P. (2014, February 21). Taking the Direct Path. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved from 
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2014/02/21/direct-assessment-and-feds-take-
competency-based-education  
Fain, P. (2013, November 13). Third try isn’t the charm. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved from 
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2013/11/15/students-are-unlikely-graduate-if-
they-stop-out-more-once-study-finds 
Field, K. (2018. April). States use direct mail, money, to get more of their residents back to 
college. The Hechinger Report. Retrieved from https://hechingerreport.org/states-use-
direct-mail-money-to-get-more-of-their-residents-back-to-college/ 
Fishman, T.D., Ludgate, A., & Tutak, J. (2017, March 16). Success by design. Improving 
outcomes in American higher education. New York, NY: Deloitte University Press. 
Retrieved from https://www2.deloitte.com/insights/us/en/industry/public-
sector/improving-student-success-in-higher-education.html 
Freedman, J. (2014, February 11). Student loans are a drag on the economy and society. Forbes. 
Retrieved from https://www.forbes.com/sites/joshfreedman/2014/02/11/student-loans-
are-a-big-drag-on-the-economy-and-society/#cbcc8b74bc1f 
Friedman, Z. (2018, June 13). Student loan debt statistics in 2018: A $1.5 trillion crisis. Forbes. 
Retrieved from https://www.forbes.com/sites/zackfriedman/2018/06/13/student-loan-
debt-statistics-2018/#28c623337310 
Fry, R. & Parker, K. (2012). Record shares of young adults have finished both high School and 
college. Pew Research Center. Retrieved from http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2012/11 
/05/record-shares-of-young-adults-have-finished-both-high-school-and-college/ 
77 
 
Fuller, Matthew B. (2014). A History of financial aid to students. Journal of Student Financial 
Aid, 44(1), 44-68. Retrieved from: https://publications.nasfaa.org/jsfa/vol44/iss1/4 
Gardner, L. (2019, February 18). The rise of the mega-university. The Chronicle of Higher 
Education. Retrieved from https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/Trend19-MegaU-
Main. 
Gonser, S. (2017, October 31). Without changes in education, the future of work will leave more 
people behind. The Hechinger Report. Retrieved from https://hechingerreport.org 
/without-changes-education-future-work-will-leave-people-behind/ 
Goodnight, G. T., Hingstman, D., & Green, S. (2015). The student debt bubble: Neoliberalism, 
the university, and income inequality. Journal of Cultural Economy, 8(1), 75-100. 
doi:10.1080/17530350.2014.947307 
Grawe, N.D. (2019, February 18). How demographic change is transforming the higher ed 
landscape. [Blog post]. HigherEdJobs. Retrieved from https://www.higheredjobs.com 
/blog/postDisplay.cfm?blog=25&post=1843&Title=How%20Demographic%20Change%
20Is%20Transforming%20the%20Higher%20Ed%20Landscape 
Harris, P.A., Taylor, R., Minor, B.L., Elliott, V., Fernandez, M., O’Neal, L., McLeod, L.,.. 
REDCap Consortium. (2019, May 9). The REDCap consortium: Building an 
international community of software partners Journal of Biomedical Informatics, 95. doi: 
10.1016/j.jbi.2019.103208  
Healey, P. (2019, November 4). We should all be concerned about the student debt crisis. CNBC. 
Retrieved from https://www.cnbc.com/2019/11/04/we-should-all-be-concerned-about-
the-student-debt-crisis.html 
78 
 
Heiman, M. (2010). Solving the problem: Improving retention in higher education. Academic 
Leadership: The Online Journal, 8(1), 28Retrieved from 
https://scholars.fhsu.edu/alj/vol8/iss1/28 
Hess, A. (2019, June 29). Graduating in 4 years or less helps keep college costs down—but just 
41% of students do. CNBC Make It. Retrieved from https://www.cnbc.com 
/2019/06/19/just-41percent-of-college-students-graduate-in-four-years.html 
Houle, J. N., & Warner, C. (2017). Into the red and back to the nest? Student debt, college 
completion, and returning to the parental home among young adults. Sociology of 
Education, 90(1), 89-108. doi.org/10.1177/0038040716685873 
Huelsman, M. (2015, May 19). The debt divide: The racial and class bias behind the "New 
Normal" of student borrowing. New York, NY: Demos. Retrieved from 
http://www.demos.org /publication/debt-divide-racial-and-class-bias-behind-new-normal-
student-borrowing  
Hussar, W.J., & Bailey, T.M. (2018). Projections of education statistics to 2026 (NCES 2018-
019). U.S. Department of Education, Washington, DC: National Center for Education 
Statistics. 
Johnson, J, Rochkind, J., Ott, A., & DuPont, S. (2009). With their whole lives ahead of them. 
New York, NY: Public Agenda. Retrieved from https://www.publicagenda.org 
/files/theirwholelivesaheadofthem.pdf 
Johnson, N. (2012). The institutional costs of student attrition. Research paper. Delta Cost 
Project at American Institutes for Research. Washington, DC: AIR. Retrieved from 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED536126.pdf 
79 
 
Josuweit, A. (2017, February 28). For-profit schools can cost $466 more per credit -- but rarely 
pay off. Forbes. Retrieved from https://www.forbes.com/sites/andrewjosuweit/2017/02 
/28/for-profit-schools-can-cost-466-per-credit/#28c109a1e769 
Kallison, J. (2016). Intensive college readiness programs for adult education students (IP-AES): 
A practitioner’s guide to program implementation. Austin, TX: Texas Higher Education 
Coordinating Board. Retrieved from https://tacc.org/sites/default/files/documents/2018-
07/thecb_ip-aes.pdf 
Kelchen, R. (2016). Who enrolls in competency-based education? An examination of the 
demographics and finances of CBE programs. The Journal of Competency-Based 
Education, 1(1), 48-59. doi:10.1002/cbe2.1005   
Kelchen, R. (2015). The Landscape of Competency-Based Education. Washington, DC: 
American Enterprise Institute. Retrieved from https://www.luminafoundation.org/files 
/resources/competency-based-education-landscape.pdf 
King, H. T. (2017). Reinventing higher education, changing lives. Salt Lake City, UT: Western 
Governors University 
Kinsey, J. (2017, August 23). Introduction to student persistence. Collegis Education [Blog 
post]. Retrieved from https://www.collegiseducation.com/news/introduction-to-student-
persistence/ 
Klein-Collins, R. (2013, November). Sharpening our focus on learning: The rise of competency-
based approaches to degree completion. (Occasional Paper No. 20). Urbana, IL: 
University of Illinois and Indiana University, National Institute for Learning Outcomes 
Assessment. Retrieved from http://learningoutcomesassessmen .org/documents 
/OccasionalPaper20.pdf 
80 
 
Kolodner, M., & Butrymowicz, S. (2017, August 10). Debt without degree: The human cost of 
college debt that becomes “purgatory.” The Hechinger Report. Retrieved from 
http://hechingerreport.org/debt-without-degree-the-human-cost-of-college-debt-that-
becomes-purgatory/ 
Krauss, S.M.  (2017, October). How competency-based education may help reduce our nation’s 
toughest inequities. Lumina Issue Papers. Retrieved from 
https://www.luminafoundation.org  /files/resources/how-cbe-may-reduce-inequities-1.pdf 
Laderman, S. (2018). State higher education finance: FY 2017. SHEEO. Retrieved from 
https://sheeoorg.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02 /SHEEO _SHEF 
_FY2017_FINAL.pdf 
Lane, P., Michelau, D. K., Palmer, I. (2012). Going the distance in adult college completion: 
Lessons from the "non-traditional no more" project. Western Interstate Commission for 
Higher Education.  Retrieved from https://www.wiche.edu/info /publications 
/ntnmStateCaseStudies.pdf 
Lederman, D. (2019, December 17). The biggest movers online. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved 
from https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2019/12/17/colleges-and-
universities-most-online-students-2018 
Lederman, D. (2012, April 30). Credit hour (still) rules. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved from 
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2012/04/30/wgu-example-shows-chilly-policy-
climate-competency-based-education 
Lindsay, T.K., Goldman, J., Long, P., & Leone, L. (2018, March). Career and financial 
outcomes of graduates of competency-based higher education programs. Austin, TX: 
Texas Public Policy Foundation. Retrieved from https://files.texaspolicy.com 
81 
 
/uploads/2018/08/16104425/2017-RR-08-CompetencyBasedEducationPart-I-CEF-
GoldmanLindsay-SM.pdf  
Looney, A., & Yannelis, C. (2015). A crisis in student loans?: How changes in the characteristics 
of borrowers and in the institutions they attended contributed to rising loan defaults. 
Brookings Papers on Economic Activity, 2015(Fall), 1-68. doi:10.1353/eca.2015.0003 
Lumina Foundation. (2018). A stronger nation: Learning beyond high school builds American 
talent. Retrieved from http://strongernation.luminafoundation.org/report/2018 /#natio 
Lumina Foundation Gallup. (2013, February 5). America's call for higher education redesign. 
Washington, DC: Gallup. Retrieved from https://www .luminafoundation .org/files 
/resources /americas-call-for-higher-education-redesign.pdf 
Lurie, H., Mason, J., Parsons, K. (2019). State of the field: Findings from the 2018 national 
survey of postsecondary competency-based education (NSPCBE). Washington, DC: 
American Institutes for Research. Retrieved from https://www.air.org/sites 
/default/files/National-Survey-of-Postsec-CBE-2018-AIR-Eduventures-Jan-2019.pdf 
MacDonald, K. (2018). A Review of the literature: The needs of nontraditional students in 
postsecondary education. Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly, 5, 159-164. 
doi:10.1002/sem3.20115  
Marcus, J. (2017). Competency-based education put to the test: An inside look at learning and 
assessment at Western Governors University. Education Next, 17(4), 26. Retrieved from 
https://www.educationnext.org/competency-based-education-put-to-the-test-western-
governors-university-learning-assessment/  
Marcus, J. (2019a, May 29). Universities that are recruiting older students often leave them 
floundering. Students 25 and older juggle jobs, kids and bills without support many say 
82 
 
they need. The Hechinger Report. Retrieved from https://hechingerreport.org 
/universities-that-are-recruiting-older-students-often-leave-them-floundering/ 
Marcus, J. (2019b, January 14). 10 years later, goal of getting more Americans through college is 
way behind schedule. The Hechinger Report. Retrieved from https://hechingerreport.org 
/10-years-later-goal-of-getting-more-americans-through-college-is-way-behind-
schedule/http://archive.undergrad.umn.edu /documents/gradrate_appendix4.pdf  
Mitchell, M., Leachman, M., Masterson, K., & Waxman, S. (2018, October 4). Unkept promises: 
State cuts to higher education threaten access and equity. [Blog post]. Center on Budget 
and Policy Priorities. Retrieved from https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-
tax/unkept-promises-state-cuts-to-higher-education-threaten-access-and 
Moore, M. G. (1973). Toward a theory of independent learning and teaching. The Journal of 
Higher Education, 44(9), 661-679. doi:10.1080/00221546.1973.11776906 
Moore, M. G., & Kearsley, G. (1996). Distance education: A systems view. Belmont, CA: 
Wadsworth Publishing 
 Moreno, M., Goniu, N., Moreno, P., Diekema, D. (2015). 10 ethical and regulatory 
considerations for social media research. The Psychology of Social Networking, 1, 116-
129). Retrieved from https://www.degruyter.com/view/books/9783110473780 
/9783110473780-012/9783110473780-012.xml 
National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. (2018, March 19). Snapshot report -Yearly 
success and progress rates. Retrieved from https://nscresearchcenter.org/snapshot-report-
yearly-success-and-progress-rates/ 
National Center for Education Statistics. (2017). Digest of education statistics. Retrieved from 
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d17/tables/dt17_303.10.asp?current=yes 
83 
 
Neitzel, M. (2019, April 10).  WGU Academy: The new mega-pathway to college readiness. 
Forbes. Retrieved from https://www.forbes.com/sites/michaeltnietzel/2019/04/10/wgu-
academy-the-new-mega-pathway-to-college-readiness/#7a354473ff53 
New, J. (2014, October 7). Repeat Non-Completers. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved from 
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2014/10/07/two-thirds-non-first-time-students-do- 
not-graduate 
Nguyen, M. (2012). Degreeless in debt: What happens to borrowers who drop out. Charts you 
can trust. Education Sector. Retrieved from https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org 
/0aad/489db92d2a49a3a4735288fa92e106995d63.pdf?_ga=2.211891732.1837128107.15
86270695-161279602.1584306456 
OHE. (2019). What is MN Reconnect? Retrieved from https://mnreconnect.com/about/faq/  
Oldham, C.A. (2017, April 10). The State of American education and workforce. Retrieved from 
https://www.uschamber.com/series/above-the-fold/the-state-american-education-and-
workforce 
Osam, E. K., Bergman, M., & Cumberland, D. M. (2017). An integrative literature review on the 
barriers impacting adult learners’ return to college. Adult Learning, 28(2), 54-60. 
doi:10.1177/1045159516658013 
Park, J., & Choi, H. J. (2009). Factors influencing adult learners' decision to drop out or persist 
in online learning. Journal of Educational Technology & Society, 12(4), 207. Retrieved 
from https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Factors-Influencing-Adult-Learners'-
Decision-to-Out-Park-Choi/152d86fbe09ce4d476277b2dfacc38f85b2e2754 
84 
 
Perna, L. W., Kvaal, J., & Ruiz, R. (2017). Understanding student debt: Implications for federal 
policy and future research. The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science, 671(1), 270-286. doi:10.1177/0002716217704002   
Pew Research Center. (2014). The rising cost of not going to college. [Social Trends web page]. 
Retrieved from https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2014/02/11/the-rising-cost-of-not-
going-to-college/  
Porter, T., & Uhlman, C. (2015, April). The new traditional: Addressing financial literacy and 
delivery needs for adult learners. Inceptia. Retrieved from https://www.inceptia.org/PDF 
/Inceptia_TheNewTraditionalAdultLearner_ResearchBrief.pdf 
Poulin, R. & Straut, T. (2016). WCET distance education enrollment report 2016. Retrieved 
from WICHE Cooperative for Educational Technologies website: http://wcet.wiche.edu 
/initiatives/research/WCET-Distance-Education-Enrollment-Report-2016 
Powell, F. (2018, May 9). How students can cut costs with two-year college paths. U.S. News & 
World Report. Retrieved from https://www.usnews.com/education/best-colleges/paying-
for-college/articles/2018-05-09/how-students-can-cut-costs-with-community-college-
pathways 
Quinton, S. (2016, January 25). The high cost of higher education. Stateline. Retrieved from 
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2016/01/25/the-high-
cost-of-higher-education 
Retsinas, N. P., & Belsky, E. S. (2008). Borrowing to live: Consumer and mortgage credit 
revisited (1st ed.). US: Brookings Institution Press. doi:10.7864/j.ctt1262m3  
85 
 
Roll, N. (2017, June 21). Hitting re-start for stopped-out students. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved 
from https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2017/06/21/colleges-
employ-tech-and-partners-recruit-stopped-out-students 
Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000). Intrinsic and extrinsic motivations: Classic definitions and 
new directions. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 25(1), 54-67. 
doi:10.1006/ceps.1999.1020  
Schwartz, N. (2019, June 12). How colleges are bringing back stopped-out students. Education 
Dive. Retrieved from https://www.educationdive.com/news/how-colleges-are-bringing-
back-stopped-out-students/556706/ 
 Scobey, D. (2017, December 4). The other student debt crisis. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved from 
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2017/12/04/other-student-debt-crisis-one-you-
havent-heard-opinion 
Shapiro, D., Dundar, A., Wakhungu, P.K., Yuan, X., Nathan, A. & Hwang, Y. (2015, 
November). Completing College: A National View of Student Attainment Rates – Fall 
2009 Cohort (Signature Report No. 10). Herndon, VA: National Student Clearinghouse 
Research Center. Retrieved from https://nscresearchcenter.org/signaturereport10/ 
Shaw, J. (2016, November 22). Western Governors University praised for reducing student debt. 
The Heartland Institute. Retrieved from https://www.heartland.org/news-
opinion/news/western-governors-university-praised-for-reducing-student-debt-1 
Sims, P. (2018, July 17).  Reaching a postsecondary attainment goal: A multistate overview. 
[Hunt Institute Blog post]. Retrieved from http://www.hunt-institute.org 
/resources/2018/07/reaching-a-postsecondary-attainment-goal-a-multistate-overview/  
86 
 
Soares, L, & Morgan, J.M. (2011, June 29). Guiding Innovation in higher education. [Blog post]. 
Center for American Progress. Retrieved from https://www.americanprogress.org 
/issues/economy/news/2011/06/29/9868/guiding-innovation-in-higher-education/  
Spady, W. (1970). Dropouts from higher education: An interdisciplinary review and synthesis. 
Interchange, 1(1), 64-85. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF02214313 
Spaulding, S., Montes, M., Chingos, M., & Hecker, I. (2019, April). What would it take to 
enable all workers to develop the skills to succeed in a changing labor market? Urban 
Institute. Retrieved from https://next50.urban.org/sites/default/files/2019-04/2019.04.11_ 
Next50%20Lifelong%20Learning%20report_finalized.pdf 
Tennessee Reconnect. (2019). Finish what you started - Returning to finish a degree. Retrieved 
from https://tnreconnect.gov/Get-Started/Finish-What-You-Started 
TICAS. (2018, April). Students at greatest risk of loan default. The Institute for College Access 
and Success. Retrieved from https://ticas.org/files/pub_files/students_at_the_ 
greatest_risk_of_default.pdf 
Tinto, V. (2006). Research and practice of student retention: What next? Journal of College 
Student Retention, 8(1), 1-19. doi:10.2190/4YNU-4TMB-22DJ-AN4W 
Tinto, V. (2016, September 26). From retention to persistence. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved from 
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2016/09/26/how-improve-student-persistence-
and-completion-essay 
Tinto, V. (1975). Dropout from higher education: A theoretical synthesis of recent research. 
Review of Educational Research, 45(1), 89-125. doi:10.3102/00346543045001089 
Tse, V. (2017, February 13). Ethics of U.S. student loan debt. [Web page]. Retrieved from Seven 
Pillars Institute: https://sevenpillarsinstitute.org/ethics-us-student-loan-debt-2/ 
87 
 
Van Kollenburg, S.E. (Ed.). (2013). A collection of papers on self-study and institutional 
improvement 2013. Chicago, IL: Higher Learning Commission  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
88 
 
Appendix A:  Stop-out Survey Participant Invitation  
Posted on Social Media Sites 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Attention Online CBE College Students or Graduates 
Have you been enrolled in an online, competency-based education degree program? 
Did you take a break for at least one term and decide to return to complete your degree? 
I am conducting a study and would love to hear from you (or someone you know). 
You could win a $100 Amazon gift card for participating if you volunteer for a possible 
follow-up phone interview after completing the online survey. 
Note: Survey participants should be 25 or older and enrolled or previously enrolled in an 
online degree program with courses advertised and described by their school as CBE courses 
where credit was awarded based on completion of projects or assessments instead of 
classroom attendance or a how fast each course was completed. 
Visit the survey site for details. 
LINK TO  
SURVEY SITE 
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Appendix B:  Stop-out Survey REDCap Instrument 
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Appendix C: Survey with Informed Consent[MN1] 
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Appendix D: Stop-out Interview Volunteer Form 
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Appendix E:  Stop-out Interview Guide 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Stop-out Interview Questions 
Interviewee Notice and Consent 
 
• This phone interview is a follow-up to the online survey you completed for college 
students that have experienced an interruption of enrollment for at least one term 
from their online, competency-based degree programs. 
 
• Like the survey, your participation in this phone interview is voluntary. During this 
interview, you can skip any question that makes you uncomfortable, and you can 
choose to discontinue your participation at any point with no adverse effect.  
 
• You are no longer anonymous, but your personal identity will not be disclosed, and 
data collected from you will be kept confidential. In the course of this study, the 
Institutional Review Board at the University of New England and the research 
committee that oversees the study may have access to the data collected. No 
information received from you will be shared with any other party. 
 
• For accuracy of recall and detail, this phone interview is being recorded with your 
permission. After the interview and before your comments are included in the 
study, you will be provided a printed transcript and given time to edit your 
comments or add additional information 
 
• Do I have your permission to continue the recording? 
 
• Are you ready to begin?  
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1. Please tell me about your overall college history including when you first enrolled, what 
kind of school it was, and any additional periods of enrollment since the beginning. 
Additional questions to prompt responses: Family education history, reasons for 
attending college 
2. What can you tell me about your thought process of deciding to enroll in your online and 
competency-based degree program? 
• Additional questions to prompt responses: Why not brick and mortar? 
Why CBE? 
3. Please describe what happened that influenced you to leave your online CBE program for 
a while.  
• Additional questions to prompt responses: confidence, difficulty, family, 
work, finances, assessments, instruction 
4. Can you tell me how you feel about the way your decision to stop attending was handled 
by the college or university? 
• Additional questions to prompt responses: Outreach, support, connections 
5. How did you arrive at the decision to return to your online CBE degree program? 
• Additional questions to prompt responses: motive, career, what changed, 
considerations, options 
6. Tell me about your experience as a returning student in your online CBE degree program. 
• Additional questions to prompt responses: difficulty, emotions, differences, 
changes 
7. Looking back and looking forward, what stands out as important about your experience 
with online CBE college program? 
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• Additional questions to prompt responses: regrets, dreams, expectations, 
people 
8. If you had it to do all over again, how would you handle your college experience? 
• Additional questions to prompt responses: no stop-outs, B&M versus 
OL/CBE, major 
9. Based on your own college experiences, especially as someone who stopped-out from an 
online CBE degree program, what do you think is most important for other people to 
think about as they consider going to or returning to college? 
• Additional questions to prompt responses:  
10. Do you have anything additional that I did not ask but you would like to share about your 
experiences with college and the online or CBE degree program? 
 
Thank you for participating in this interview. 
This interview recording will be transcribed and a copy sent to the email address that you have 
provided so that you can verify the accuracy of the information. Your comments from today will 
not be incorporated into the study until seven days have been allotted for you to add or edit any 
additional comments that you wish to make to the transcript you will receive. 
 
 
 
 
 
